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 Britain is the most dangerous.’
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Matthew Buncombe  
1958–1993  
much of whose spirit is reflected in the story it tells
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            Introduction
            

         

         The summer was very hot, the school holidays were long, and I was bored.

         We lived in Bexley in north Kent, on the edge of south-east London. Bexley was a village then, a few miles south of the River Thames. The railway line up to Charing Cross in London ran along the bottom of the garden, and beyond lay fields and woods. Dad was digging the vegetable patch as usual. I asked him to tell me a story. He had already told me three that day and was getting a bit weary. ‘You can read perfectly well yourself,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you find a book?’
         

         Back in the house, I discovered a slim volume on Dad’s bookshelf. It was a bit old and tattered, but it was in little writing of the kind grown-ups read, and contained lots of drawings and photographs, so it had to be a clever book.
         

         I took it out into the garden. As I looked through it, I realised that it was about the time when Mum and Dad had been bombed and watched hordes of German planes flying up the Thames. They had grown up in Erith on the south bank of the river, where Nanna and Grandad still lived. Uncle Bill had told me about how he ran into the street one day when the bombers were there and saw a blackened head rolling across the road. He dashed over to have a proper look at it and was disappointed to discover that it was a just a chimney pot. Even so, I wished I could have seen it. It all sounded really exciting. One of our most important fighter stations, Biggin Hill, on the North Downs, was in fact only about ten miles away to the south. The Germans must have flown over my house on their way to London. As I lay in the garden, I was looking up at a battlefield!
         

         The narrative of the action was a bit of a challenge, so I stuck to the photograph captions at first: ‘Sheer weight of numbers’; ‘The enemy aircraft spun down’; and, best of all, the classic ‘Achtung, Schpitfeuer!’ I knew about Spitfires already because the boy next door had a model of one I was not allowed to touch, which added greatly to its mystique.
         

         It was time to get to grips with the text.

         In it I met for the first time the fat and boastful Göring, who claimed his aircraft were ‘definitely superior’. I gazed with satisfaction at a very technical-looking graphic display showing that the Spitfire was the fastest thing in the air. I nevertheless harboured a guilty admiration for the Boulton-Paul Defiant – not as fast, but it had a wonderful turret with a whole battery of guns that could fire in any direction, which obviously made it very dangerous.
         

         The British were very careful and well organised: ‘No squadron was ever thrown into the fight without previous experience of fighting.’ The German fighter formations were large and unwieldy. ‘Göring still believed in superior numbers. These would win the trick. They had brought him victory in Poland, Norway, the Low Countries, Belgium and France; they might still bring victory in Britain’. Not jolly likely! We shot down 180 planes on 15 August alone and were regularly getting kill-ratios of seven to one. The Germans thought they were superior. Their pilots were brave because they were fanatics, and kept on coming despite the terrible beating they were getting. However, our boys were braver and better still. They were enormously outnumbered, but none of them minded.
         

         The message was clear enough. Göring was a bullying show-off who could beat other foreigners, but soon got his come-uppance when he tried it on with us. We were afraid of no-one, and cut the bad boys down to size if they started pushing the little ones around, no matter how big and ugly they were. The height of moral rectitude was to stand up to bullies. The greatest moral opprobrium was reserved for show-offs.
         

         This little work was a pamphlet published by the Air Ministry in 1941, called The Battle of Britain. During the war it sold two million copies, and had a considerable influence on the British public’s view of the conflict. It also shaped mine.
         

         
               

         

         The Battle of Britain story as handed down to me is epic myth. People needed myths in 1940. The Nazis were strong on myth, using Germanic legends and heroes and creating a Party mythology with a shabby little pantheon of its own. They deliberately portrayed their own fighter pilots as warrior-heroes. Knowing that the British would not fight for an abstraction, Churchill started a myth for the British in 1940 which still fires the popular imagination.
         

         Britain’s lone stand against Nazism in 1940 is as much a national epic as the Trojan war was for the Greeks of Homer’s time. The story fulfils the archetypal role of epic literature by defining the identity of a nation through a clash with another – in the contrast with this alien power and also in its relationship to divine powers. The protagonists in the action are heroes.
         

         The British are the ones who saved their army in little ships at Dunkirk, refused to give in, and won against all the odds. Divine providence is at hand. Dunkirk was a ‘miracle’. Radar is a magical force in the background, invented by the British. The air battle reaches a point of crisis when another miracle occurs: the enemy makes a fatal error and changes the target of his attacks. As in most epic myths, the hero possesses a magic weapon – in this case not a sword, like Excalibur, but an aeroplane: the Spitfire. Its designer, Reginald Mitchell, was a martyr, sacrificing his health for his vital work. The heroes, as Churchill intended, are the pilots. Achilles had divine lineage, as many heroes do, but he was pagan. ‘The Few’ were Christian heroes. Their official sanctification began with the inauguration of the Battle of Britain Memorial at Westminster Abbey by King George VI on 10 July 1947, and has continued ever since.
         

         Myths speak to deep psychological needs and so are extremely resilient.1 Even the language of the story has repetitive, ritualistic features in common with Homeric epic-myth. Whilst Britain and France had armies, navies and air forces, the Germans had a ‘military machine’ or ‘juggernaut’. Two German aircraft, the Ju 87 Stuka and the Messerschmitt Bf 110 long-range fighter, are always ‘much vaunted’.2 The OED describes the verb ‘vaunt’, meaning ‘to boast or brag’, as rhetorical and archaic. I am not aware of having heard or read this word in any other context.
         

         As I left childhood behind, I came to feel that the country of my birth, which had been so heroic, was by most modern measures second-rate. Its economy was failing, the unions were always on strike, and politicians bickered with each other. The past seemed more attractive than the present or the future. As a student, I spent some time in Germany, which was clean, affluent and orderly. Its economy worked and it did not seem to breed football hooligans. All the ‘finest hour’ stuff began to look rather embarrassing. If 1940 had been a defining moment, what had really happened, and what qualities did people then really display? Were they all gone?
         

         In the 1980s, some books appeared suggesting that admirable qualities had never really been there at all. Clive Ponting has debunked the whole of 1940, Dunkirk and all, ‘Dizzy’ Allen has debunked the battle, and Corelli Barnett has shown that the British economy was in a parlous state and has even had a go at the Spitfire Herself. By the 1990s, Churchill’s time had also come, with some historians questioning whether he was right to continue the war at all, given what it cost. The spirit of Lord Halifax is back.
         

         Some of the debunkers have a crude understanding of myth. The word is used simply to mean ‘untrue’ and is usually opposed to ‘reality’. Debunkers typically oppose it by assembling some facts which they think refute it. As Angus Calder points out, they run up against the Big Fact, which is that the British, even if ‘in reality’ they were cowardly and incompetent, won the Battle of Britain. Myth is not about correctness or incorrectness: it is about the story that emerges from the totality of facts. The story is about community identity and collective values. Myth can only be challenged by offering alternative explanations of how and why things happened.
         

         In our post-heroic age our scope for reverence is tightly delimited. For my generation, unconditional admiration of anyone or anything has become very difficult. Though the wartime propaganda is obviously a distortion, the debunkers are equally tendentious. We live today in a measured world in which figures and statistics about everything fill the newspapers. The burden of proof we need to accept any proposition is very high. My training, both at university and subsequently in business, has led me to be sceptical about anything until I see the data. By the mid-1980s an enormous amount of research had been done into the facts behind the Battle of Britain, including all the actual losses. I decided to try to sort it out.
         

         I wondered how narrow the odds had really been. I wondered how the two sets of commanders made their decisions. In the mid-1990s, I made numerous excursions to the Public Record Office at Kew, the Imperial War Museum and the RAF Museum at Hendon, as well as spending a week looking through the German military archives in Freiburg to see for myself the documents which bear witness to Germany’s actions. The mythology loosened its grip and was replaced by a new and richer tapestry of the interplay of real people. I read the memoirs of some of the pilots and supplemented their accounts by talking to a few of ‘the Few’ whose stories are less well known. The emerging picture solidified.
         

         Standing back, I reflected on what it all meant from my own perspective at the end of the century in which the events took place. The past is always changing. By the end of the century, 1940 had changed, and it is changing still. It is only just becoming clear that the British have misunderstood themselves. Tony Blair is of my generation. Peter Mandelson was a contemporary of mine at Oxford. Both seem to be searching for a new sense of national identity – or perhaps one should say that they are seeking to re-brand Britain. So now perhaps it is time to reassess the story of the Battle of Britain without the mythology and to reflect on the values it embodies. If the events of 1940 were important for Britain, they were even more so for continental Europe. The Battle of Britain may have been presented to us as a national epic, but it was more to do with the amorphous thing we call ‘the West’.
         

         My story is an epic about the deeds of our forefathers. It also contains tragedy and comedy. It shows ugliness and beauty, brutality and compassion, pettiness and greatness. It affirms a set of values. Now that the century whose latter course it determined has come to an end, it is worth re-telling.
         

         Like most epics, it is a song of arms and of men. It is with one of the men that the tale begins.
         

         
      
            INTRODUCTION
 
            1. Mythological accounts continue to   appear, such as The Battle of Britain   by John Frayn Turner, Airlife 1998,   which turns one archetypal hero,   Douglas Bader, into its central   character.
            
 
            2. This fixed epithet, which literary   scholars call a ‘topos’ can be found in   the most serious and scholarly works   on the Battle some fifty years on. See,   for example, Francis K.Mason, Battle   over Britain, Aston Publications 1990,   p. 222 or Richard Hough and Denis   Richards, The Battle of Britain – The   Jubilee History, Hodder & Stoughton   1990, p. 136.
            

         


      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Prologue
            

         
 
         The pilots were waiting nervously at dispersal. They had been at readiness all day, and the afternoon was wearing on. Nobody had any idea what was happening. Nobody told them anything. They had no commanding officer, and the airfield was a shambles.
         
 
         One of them was particularly quiet. He was a shy young man, just turned twenty. He was the son of a gardener from Reigate in Surrey, an only child. His parents had left him largely to himself. He used to spend hours practising the violin, for which he had some talent, or out in the garden with an air gun shooting the heads off tulips. He had had rickets and been rather sickly. Nobody had ever taken much notice of him. And today, before the sun set, he knew he was going to die.
         
 
         His name was Robert Doe. Like the other pilots in the squadron, he had never been in action before, but he knew, as they did, that at some point the telephone would ring and order them to scramble, and that this time they would encounter the enemy. He was going to die because he was a useless pilot, the worst on the squadron. But he was going to take off all the same.
         
 
         He had joined the Air Force because he been fascinated by an early encounter with an aeroplane which had force-landed in a field near his home. The pilot had smiled at him and let him walk round the plane and have a good look. His mother had ticked him off for being late home for tea.
         
 
         When he joined the new RAF Volunteer Reserve, he was slow to learn to fly, and he did not enjoy aerobatics because he did not like the feeling of being upside-down. But his violin playing had taught him co-ordination and with his delicate hands he was good at handling the controls of an aircraft. He had left school at fourteen to go and work as an office boy at the News of the World, so he found the Wings exam a serious challenge. He passed by one per cent. His overall rating was ‘average’, and in November 1939 he was sent to the newly-formed 234 Squadron at Leconfield near Hull. It appeared to be a bomber squadron, but nobody seemed to know. They were sent all sorts of aircraft: an assortment of biplane trainers, two Blenheims and a Battle. Their squadron leader was involved in a car accident and was replaced by a man called Barnett. He was a lot older than them and rather reserved. He hardly ever flew.
         
 
          
         Finally, in March 1940, someone must have decided they should be a fighter squadron because some Spitfires turned up. They practised a lot of formation flying, which made Doe nervous because they had to concentrate on looking at each other rather than looking out for the enemy. On 6 May he was allowed to fire his guns into the sea. That was his gunnery training. On 18 June for some reason they were moved to St Eval in Cornwall. They practised some night flying.
         
 
         On 7 August one of their Flight Commanders and another pilot were posted. On 13 August, Squadron Leader Barnett was also removed and not replaced. The next day, they were moved to Middle Wallop in Hampshire. They flew in through mist, but managed to land without mishap. Thirty minutes later, however, a raid began, blowing up an ammunition dump and destroying a hangar. Bob Doe escaped injury that time, as he was on a lorry taking some pilots to the mess. He was lucky.
         
 
         Now it was 15 August. He would not be so lucky again.
 
         At about half past five the telephone went: ‘Cressy Squadron scramble’. Bob Doe felt sick, but he ran to his Spitfire and strapped himself in. He was determined to go into action, for he could not bear the thought of being a coward.
         
 
         The squadron was led by the one remaining Flight Commander, an Australian called Pat Hughes. Bob tucked in behind him and they took off in four ‘vics’ of three aircraft each, heading towards Portland. They reached their patrol height and flew about for a bit up and down the sun. After one of their turns, they discovered that the rear section was no longer there – there were nine of them instead of twelve. They wondered what on earth could have happened to the others.
         
 
         All of a sudden, they were surrounded by enemy aircraft. Doe stayed behind Hughes when he turned after a Bf 110, a twin-engined fighter. Hughes fired at the plane and turned away, so Bob followed it and opened fire himself. To his surprise, the German aircraft steepened its dive and plunged into the sea. He followed it down and felt very chuffed. As he pulled up again, a second 110 flew straight in front of him. It had been following him, but had overshot. He fired again, from directly behind. The same thing happened – the aircraft shuddered and ploughed straight on into the sea. He had got two of them.
         
 
         Just as suddenly as the sky had filled with aircraft, it emptied. He was alone, so he flew back to Middle Wallop and landed. He was alive, and he was not a coward. Three of the squadron’s pilots were missing and one had been hit and baled out. Nobody knew what had happened to the missing men.
         
 
         That night Bob went to bed early and had a think. He wanted to stay alive the following day as well. The main danger, he thought, was from the rear, and he would have to keep a sharp look out behind. He needed to see the enemy before they saw him, so he decided to forget about formations. He was helped in this because from then on the squadron took off in a gaggle, enabling him to take up whatever position he wanted. If he was surprised and saw tracer coming from behind him, he decided, he would push his stick violently forward to get out of the line of fire, even for a few seconds.
         
 
         What he did not realise then was that all the time he had spent shooting the heads off tulips had made him an excellent shot, and that was very rare. Two months later, he was still alive, and one of his country’s leading aces. He had the courage to overcome fear and the determination to develop the skills needed to master his foe. He had little idea at the time what was at stake. He had a job to do, so he got on with it. He knew he was defending his home. Otherwise, he did not think very much about why he was doing what he did.
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         At half past four on the afternoon of 9 May 1940, the British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, held a meeting with the leaders of the opposition Labour Party, Clement Attlee and Arthur Greenwood, his own Foreign Secretary, Lord Halifax, and his First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill.
         
 
         Growing discontent in Parliament over the conduct of the war with Germany had culminated in a Commons debate on the Norway campaign on 7 May. The debate had been a disaster for the Prime Minister. His own speech failed to rouse much support and any military credibility his government may have had was destroyed by Admiral Sir Roger Keyes’ bitter attack on the conduct of the naval operations at Narvik. The government whips were finally brought to despair when Chamberlain’s old friend, Leo Amery, flung at him the words which Cromwell had levelled at the Long Parliament: ‘You have sat too long for any good you have been doing. Depart, I say, and let us have done with you. In the name of God, go!’
         
 
         The following day the debate had continued. Britain’s previous wartime Prime Minister, Lloyd George, had risen to his feet and delivered a violent attack upon the government, singling out Chamberlain. ‘The Prime Minister should give an example of sacrifice,’ he said, ‘because there is nothing which can contribute more to victory in the war than that he should sacrifice the seals of office.’ Tension in the House was high when Churchill, who had had direct responsibility for the naval campaign so savaged by Keyes, gave a fifty-minute speech in the government’s defence, which some of his listeners found quite incoherent.1
         
 
         The government had won the resulting division by 281 votes to 200. However, thirty-three Conservatives had voted against their government, and sixty had abstained, rendering the vote of confidence, though formally valid, practically indecisive. Chamberlain’s only real chance of remaining Prime Minister lay in forming a national government and persuading Labour to serve under him. The purpose of the meeting on 9 May was to see if this were possible.
         
 
         The Prime Minister formally asked the two Labour leaders if they would join a national government under him or under someone else. He had understood that they favoured Halifax. Having made it clear that they would not serve under Chamberlain, Attlee and Greenwood left to consult with their Party Executive.
         
 
         After they had gone, Chamberlain informed Halifax and Churchill that it was clear to him he would have to resign, but he had not yet decided who to suggest to the King to replace him. The Labour men had expressed no preference, and under Tory party rules it was the outgoing party leader’s responsibility to name a successor.
         
 
         Churchill said nothing. After a pause, Halifax spoke of the difficulties involved in running a government from the House of Lords. That morning he had told Chamberlain that the idea of being Prime Minister had given him a bad stomach ache, and that Churchill would run the war anyway, whatever his formal office.2
         
 
         The following morning, 10 May, the Germans opened an assault upon Holland and Belgium which was to result in the most rapid and complete victory in modern warfare. The French 2nd and 9th Armies and the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) began to move forward into Belgium, as planned in such an eventuality, thereby generously facilitating the German General Staff’s plans for their destruction, whilst the bulk of the French army waited on the Maginot Line. In Britain, the government was a lame duck without a leader.
         
 
         That evening Chamberlain visited the King to resign. He suggested Churchill as his successor. The King was anxious to appoint the reliable and experienced Halifax, but was swayed by Chamberlain’s arguments and the fact that Halifax was reluctant to take office.* The King sent for Churchill at 6 p.m. and asked him to form a government. For his part, Halifax went to the dentist.3
         
 
         Churchill later wrote of his feelings during these extraordinary few days:
 
         
            During these last crowded days of the political crisis my pulse had not quickened at any moment. I took it all as it came. But … as I went to bed at about 3 a.m. I was conscious of a profound sense of relief. At last I had the authority to give directions over the whole scene. I felt as if I were walking with destiny, and that all my past life had been  but a preparation for this hour and this  trial.4
            

         
 
          
          
         It was as well that he felt as he did, for the trial was to be severe. His Private Detective, Commander Thompson, reported that as he drove back from the Palace that night, Churchill said to him: ‘I hope it is not too late. I am very much afraid that it is.’5 His appointment itself was a clear enough message to some. ‘I didn’t realise that things were going to get tough until they sacked Chamberlain and Churchill took over,’ wrote one member of the civil defence services after the war. ‘We knew he was a tough one.’6
         
 
         It is probably no exaggeration to say that had any other man held that office in the ensuing months, history would have been very different.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Perhaps the most remarkable thing about the Battle of Britain is that it took place at all.
         
 
         It was a very near-run thing.* That it did take place was due to a single man: Winston Churchill. He gave the Battle its name – before it had begun – and convinced the world that it was inevitable. He claimed he would have been ‘torn from his place’ had he not led the country into it.7 This is almost certainly untrue. It was his roar that gave the lion heart. There is no evidence at all that the British nation would not have followed Halifax had he made peace with Hitler.
         
 
         The government Churchill headed was deeply divided. After Dunkirk, his rival for office, Lord Halifax, made no bones about his belief that Britain had been defeated and had nothing to gain from continuing a hopeless struggle against a continental power with which she had no fundamental conflict of interest and should make peace. Halifax enjoyed support in many quarters, not least in the Conservative party.
         
 
         Churchill on the other hand remained, in many ways, an outsider. In 1940 he was commonly regarded as a dangerous maverick and war-monger, and had many enemies within the party. Shortly after learning of Churchill’s appointment, Halifax’s deputy, ‘Rab’ Butler, spoke to Churchill’s Private Secretary, John Colville, in the Foreign Office:
         
 
         
            Rab said he thought that the good clean tradition of English politics, that of Pitt as opposed to Fox, had been sold to the greatest adventurer of modern political history. He had tried earnestly and long to persuade Halifax to accept the premiership, but he had failed. He believed this sudden coup of Winston and his rabble was a serious disaster, but an unnecessary one: the ‘pass had been sold’ by Mr C., Lord Halifax and Oliver Stanley. They had weakly surrendered to a half-breed American whose main support was that of inefficient but talkative people of a similar type …8
            

         
 
          
          
         There were, of course, those who had always opposed the war on political grounds. Sympathisers of Oswald Mosley (who himself claimed to support it on the grounds of patriotism) and other members of far-right movements had been identified as potential subversives early on. On 22 May the War Cabinet agreed upon a new ‘Defence of the Realm’ regulation which was vague enough to let them move against anyone suspected of being a ‘fifth columnist’, and Mosley was arrested the next day.
         
 
         The Communist party had, from the first, denounced the war as a capitalist struggle in which workers ought not to participate. Party membership and sales of the Daily Worker increased between the outbreak of war and the spring of 1940.9 The ‘Right Club’, formed in mid-1939 by the Tory MP Captain Ramsey was an anti-Semitic anti-Bolshevist group which did not see any reason for a war with Germany.10 It included twelve MPs and a number of lords, and broadly reflected the views of the former King, the errant Duke of Windsor.
         
 
         Desire for peace was not confined to dukes and politicians. After all, the whole country had sighed with relief after Munich and the cheers which greeted Chamberlain’s subsequently vilified ‘piece of paper’ were genuine enough. No cheering crowds danced in the streets when he announced ‘this country is at war with Germany’ eleven months later. There were many humanitarians who opposed war in general. The composers Benjamin Britten and Michael Tippett were pacifists, as was the philosopher Bertrand Russell.11 A negotiated peace had been consistently advocated by John Gielgud, Dame Sybil Thorndike and George Bernard Shaw. Lord Beaverbrook also supported negotiations with Germany until Churchill made him Minister of Aircraft Production.12
         
 
         Once France fell, the case for peace became even stronger. Britain’s policy towards Europe had for centuries been that of holding the balance of power, ensuring that no single continental power became dominant. Now, however, the situation had changed. Quite simply, the Germans had won. With the fall of France, no continental allies were available, so the policy had to be abandoned. Britain’s reason for going to war had been clear: a guarantee to Poland. There was nothing Britain could do about that any more. She had no army left in Europe, possessed only a weak bomber force, and though the Royal Navy still commanded the oceans, it was useless as an offensive weapon against a continental foe. London, the largest ground target in the world, would be open to destruction from the air. Continuing the war would only bring pointless bloodshed and wreck the country’s shaky finances.
         
 
         Immediately after the Dunkirk evacuation, Britain was defended on the ground by the rump of the BEF – thirteen or fourteen mauled divisions now armed mainly with rifles – fifteen infantry divisions at half their establishment strength and still in training, one partly-equipped Canadian armoured division and the Local Defence Volunteers (soon to be re-named the Home Guard),13 which were a gallant farce. At Dover, there were three anti-tank guns covering 5 miles of coast.14 The Germans had just defeated a combined Allied army of some 132 divisions. Their own victorious army consisted of about 130 divisions, 10 of them armoured. Further resistance, a rational man would have said, was at best pointless, and at worst risked turning into an appalling tragedy.
         
 
         Halifax was just that rational man. He had no sympathy for Hitler, but he was a patriot, a humanist, a peace-lover and a professional politician who believed that it was his job to serve the best interests of his country and who knew a lost cause when he saw one.* Before defeating anyone else, Churchill had to defeat him.
         
 
         Halifax’s main aim was to secure the best terms he could before it was too late, in particular before Britain’s aircraft factories were bombed to destruction, rendering her completely helpless. As was revealed at the Nuremberg trials in 1946, he met a Swedish businessman called Dahlerus in secret on 20 May, the day that Guderian’s leading tanks reached the Channel, cutting off the BEF. He asked Dahlerus to contact Göring with a view to beginning negotiations.
         
 
         At the meeting of the War Cabinet on 26 May, Churchill announced that he had told the French Premier, Reynaud, that ‘we would rather go down fighting than be enslaved to Germany’.15 Halifax coolly stated that the government’s goal must now be that of ‘safeguarding the independence of our own empire and if possible that of France,’ an unexceptionable statement of how he saw his job as a professional. He explained that the Italian Ambassador had indicated that Mussolini would be prepared to propose a conference and that he had replied that we should ‘naturally be prepared to consider any proposals’ which could lead to peace in Europe, providing Britain’s liberty and independence were assured. Churchill opined that security and independence could not be achieved under German domination of Europe and he was not willing to make any concessions to achieve them. Halifax argued cogently enough and had all the traditions of British diplomacy behind him. The Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, Sir Alexander Cadogan, undoubtedly spoke for his minister and probably spoke for his department in describing Churchill as being ‘too rambling and romantic and sentimental and temperamental’.16
         
 
         The next day, 27 May, the row between Halifax and Churchill continued at the Cabinet’s afternoon session. Though he thought its success unlikely, Halifax
          recommended an approach to Mussolini because it was what the French wanted. Churchill did not care what they wanted: they could give up if they felt like it, though he doubted that they would, but Britain would fight it out to the end. Halifax rejoined that any settlement fulfilling certain fundamental conditions would be better than risking two or three months of air attack. Churchill was only prepared to listen to a peace offer, not to make one, and then only if Hitler agreed to give up his conquests. This was too much for the Foreign Secretary, who thought it ‘the most frightful rot’, and threatened to resign.17 Churchill took him out into the garden, full of apologies, until Halifax’s professionalism overcame his momentary emotional aberration. He could not, he told Cadogan, allow himself to ‘do anything silly’.18
          
 
          
          
         That evening of 27 May, a Belgian officer crossed the German lines to ask for armistice terms, and shortly before midnight King Leopold ordered a ceasefire as of 4 a.m. the next morning. This left a 20-mile gap between the left flank of the retreating BEF and the sea.19 It looked increasingly as if the British army was doomed.
         
 
         With this news fresh in his mind, on the late afternoon of 28 May Churchill convened a broader group, including Lord Lloyd who had opposed the Munich settlement, the belligerent and influential Leo Amery and Hugh Dalton, the Labour Minister for Economic Warfare.20 Churchill polarised the issue of negotiation with ‘that man’ by stating that any terms offered would be far too onerous, turning Britain into a ‘slave state’ and that better terms could be won by fighting on. Having used this speculation to side-step the rational arguments, he got on to his true subject, namely that any parley with the enemy was immoral. He then addressed the group directly:
         
 
         
            I am convinced that every man of you would rise up and tear me down from my place if I were for one moment to contemplate parley and surrender. If this long island history of ours is to end at last, let it end only when each one of us lies choking in his own blood upon the ground.21
            

         
 
         This may be rhetoric, but it was not idle.* It was clear to those present that he meant it, and his words provoked loud cries of approval all round the table. ‘He was quite magnificent’, Dalton wrote. ‘The man, the only man we have, for this hour.’22
         
 
         At 7 p.m. the War Cabinet met again. This time they all lined up squarely behind their Prime Minister. From then on, Halifax was in retreat.
         
 
          
          
         He conducted a fighting withdrawal. Outside the War Cabinet the Foreign Office continued to pursue its own rational policy despite Churchill’s romantic posturing. On 22 June, the day that France fell, ‘Rab’ Butler, sent for the Swedish Minister in London, Björn Prytz. Butler explained to him that Britain ‘would not neglect any opportunity for compromise peace’ and that ‘no die-hards would be allowed to stand in the way’. During the meeting Halifax called his deputy out and returned him with the message that ‘common sense, not bravado, would dictate the British government’s policy’. Halifax is unlikely to have dreamt dreams when he was young, and certainly had little inclination to see visions now that he was older. Prytz sent a telegram to Stockholm, ending with the pointed remark that, after some conversations with British MPs, it seemed that ‘if and when the prospect for negotiations arises, possibly after 28 June, Halifax may succeed Churchill’.23 The Germans got hold of this telegram, and it was summarised in a memo from Ernst von Weizsäcker, the Secretary of State at the Foreign Ministry in Berlin on 19 June.24 It added substance to Hitler’s belief that a peace settlement could be reached that summer.
         
 
         Eventually, time ran out for Halifax. Once the air battle was fully underway the window of opportunity for negotiation began to close. On 20 August, the day on which Churchill spoke to the nation about ‘the Few’, London received a peace proposal from Göring via the Dutch Foreign Minister, and another via Turkey. Halifax could do little by then. Nevertheless, he encouraged his friend Lord Lothian, Ambassador to Washington and a humane man who wanted to avoid bloodshed, to continue to pursue the opportunities presented by various emissaries in the United States.
         
 
         In the autumn, Lloyd George himself suggested that the reprieve won by the RAF gave Britain a better negotiating position than it had had immediately after Dunkirk and drafted a memorandum advocating peace negotiations on 28 August. It did not reach Churchill until 1941. He ignored it, though he considered it ‘defeatist and treasonable’.25 There is a fine line between policy disagreements and treason. By then official policy was securely behind him, so he could indeed threaten opponents with that dire accusation.
         
 
         Halifax’s work for peace came to an end only when Churchill sent him to Washington to replace Lord Lothian, who died on 12 December. But by then his cause was lost, for his country was committed to a conflict growing in extent and intensity every month.
         
 
         Halifax’s case was a strong one and he was an honourable man. He lost a battle of wills to a personality whose extraordinary weaknesses had made him an unpopular maverick in Westminster in general and within his own Conservative party in particular. It was the refusal of the two Labour men, Attlee and his deputy Greenwood, to serve under Chamberlain that cleared Churchill’s path to the premiership, and his great speeches in the weeks that followed were consistently cheered more loudly on the Labour than on the Tory benches.26
         
 
          
         The weaknesses which had kept Churchill out of power for so long were precisely the strengths which brought him into power on 10 May. He was not a pragmatist, but a visionary. His vision was intuitive, inspiring and uncannily accurate. For years, he had been using melodramatic rhetoric that seemed hopelessly out of touch with reality. Churchill remained stubbornly true to his convictions and said what he had always said. Slowly at first, then rapidly and suddenly, reality raised itself up to be worthy of him. It finally reached Churchillian heights when Guderian’s Panzerkorps came to a halt on the cliffs of France and the weary but exhilarated Grenadiers looked out towards Dover. It was to remain at that level all summer.
         
 
         Churchill’s determination to fight Hitler, whatever the cost, was not based on a sober appreciation of British interests, but on deep and long-held moral and historical convictions.
         
 
         Churchill believed deeply in ‘liberal democracy’, a form of civil society based on personal liberty, free association and free speech. It was the product of ‘the English-speaking peoples’, who had developed it out of their internal struggles against tyranny. It was still necessary to fight tyranny wherever it emerged in order to keep liberal, democratic states safe.27
         
 
         It was for the English-speaking peoples as a whole that Churchill always spoke, and the fact that his mother had been American sensitised him all the more to the notion that personal liberty is not the idea of one nation-state, but of the West. The British Empire and the United States were its natural home, but if it were only defended against aggression, it would spread around the world of its own accord.28 Its principles were embodied in the American Constitution and the British parliamentary system. The principles were few and simple, and relied for their successful realisation on a sense of shared values, common sense and common decency. Unheroic in themselves, these principles sometimes needed heroes in their defence.
         
 
         The first threat to liberal democracy to arise in the twentieth century was Communism, which Churchill implacably opposed. However, in the 1930s a more sinister evil arose in Europe, in the shape of Fascism. Churchill was one of the earliest to perceive that within the very heart of Europe a dark force had emerged whose virulent malice made it a unique threat to civilisation.
         
 
         Churchill believed Nazism to be unique in its militant malevolence. It was based on hatred,* but its racial origins made it chillingly arbitrary, as well as pseudo-scientific, and given its proclamation of the master race’s need for Lebensraum, it was essentially militant.
         
 
         Somehow, before the death camps and massacres, before the ghettos and pogroms in the east, Churchill sensed that a primitive destructive power had been unleashed which corrupted the mind in its seductive simplicity and corroded the soul through its pseudo-Darwinistic rejection of morality. He realised
          too that it had awesome power, for it linked primitivism with scientism and though nostalgic, was revolutionary. The largest economy in Europe was in its grip, and with it, a people loyal, obedient and capable of being fearsome warriors (as the years 1914–18 had shown), who were also burning with revanchist resentment at the real injustices of the Versailles Treaty. He perceived this instinctively before the evidence so familiar to us today was there, and he was right.
          
 
          
          
         In adopting a moral view of political necessity and the belief that tyrannies were a threat to democracy, wherever they might be, Churchill was working within the American tradition of diplomacy. The British tradition was to see diplomacy as a matter of furthering the national interest by maintaining the balance of power.29 Churchill’s refusal to play by the European rules frustrated Halifax and bemused Hitler. This gives particular point to the theme of the English-speaking peoples, and, for all the differences between them, may well explain why Churchill and Roosevelt were able to understand each other so well.
         
 
         Churchill’s vision of history* and his perception of what had happened in Europe had distasteful but irremediable consequences for his own nation. Nazism had to be opposed until it was extinguished in total defeat, lest the flames should spring again from warm ashes. Britain had to lead this opposition. Churchill had thought she could do so in her traditional way – through alliances – this time, as previously, with France and the smaller states. In June, France left the struggle. It was a terrible blow for him, but he shouldered the burden. He always believed that the British Empire would survive the struggle, even flourish. But in the final analysis he was prepared to have Britain sacrifice herself if need be for the sake of a greater cause. His loyalty was ultimately to a moral rather than a political principle, and he was prepared to accept that one outcome of the war would be the weakening of Britain and the creation of American hegemony. As long as Nazism flourished, none would be safe. He never acted consciously against British interests, but his vision was not in line with that of the Foreign Office. The British had to fight because they were there.
         
 
         What appeared so irrational and romantic to others had in Churchill’s mind its own inexorable logic. His ultimate war aim was the only one which made any sense: victory, ‘victory at all costs, no matter how long and hard the road may be’30. His short-term war aims followed from this overall goal and were equally clear:
         
 
         
                 
               	To ensure Britain’s survival as an independent state, without which there was no chance of taking the war to Germany.
               
     
               	To maintain Britain’s belligerence, without which her presence would be a mere shadow on Hitler’s flank.
               
     
               	To secure the United States’ involvement in the war, without which there could be no victory, and with which, ultimate victory was sure.
               
 
            

         
 
          
          
         He had to bide his time with the third aim. The War Cabinet discussed the role of the United States on 28 May. Churchill argued that whilst ‘a grovelling appeal, if made now, would have the worst possible effect’, a bold stand against Germany would ‘command their admiration and respect’.31 He understood that his aims were linked and sequential. His claim on America could only be a moral one. He understood that America’s political traditions made it likely that it would answer an appeal to crusade for democracy and freedom whilst being, at best, indifferent to the fate of the British Empire.
         
 
         Churchill’s struggle to win the hearts and minds of American politicians was more prolonged and even more uncertain in its outcome than his struggle in his own Cabinet.* In May, an opinion poll found that only 7% of Americans were willing to go to war on the side of the Allies. This figure rose somewhat in June, but fell back again thereafter, with the number of Americans expecting a British victory falling from 82% in 1939 to 32% after the fall of France.32 Churchill guessed, however, that they would admire courage and help a friend in need who was doing his utmost to help himself. In the event, he was not far wrong.
         
 
         Thus Churchill saw the Battle of Britain as a necessity. It was his battle. He decided to fight it and staked all on its outcome. It was not the only battle of the war on which all seemed to hang, but it was the precondition of all the others. He needed it. So did the civilised world. It was up to him to get it fought.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         The primary goal of warfare is to break the enemy’s will to fight. Wars are therefore always conducted on two levels, the physical and the moral. A moral victory at the outset by persuading an enemy not to fight at all is clearly the most desirable victory. The purpose of fighting is to inflict physical damage on the enemy until it has an impact on the moral front and he gives up. Fighting only derives significance from its effect on the will to resist.
         
 
         Churchill fought on the moral front throughout the war. In 1940 he fought at times almost alone. It was on this front that Britain came closest to
          defeat in May and June, and it was Churchill who saved it. Throughout the war, he also exercised a pervasive influence over the development of strategy and the course of the actual fighting.
          
 
          
          
         Churchill’s military ideas were romantic, impractical and often dangerous. Had Churchill not heeded the advice of his top soldier Sir Alan Brooke, who became Chief of the Imperial General Staff in November 1940, Britain would probably have lost the war before the United States had entered the fray.33 The main motivation behind many of his ideas was political rather than military, and his overriding concern was to be seen to be aggressive and on the offensive. So it was with the Greek adventure, Dieppe and his obsession with the Balkans and the Mediterranean, and it is in the political realm that justification for his decisions may be found.34 It was here that Churchill was really at home.
         
 
         Militarily incompetent, Churchill was a political genius, largely for the same reasons. His goal was to convince the Cabinet, Parliament and the people that his vision should be followed. He had to win over all three, for had any one of them abandoned him, he could not have continued. By June 1940 he had secured the Cabinet, at least for a time. To secure Parliament and the people, his main weapon was rhetoric and he wielded it with mastery. The weapon was one with the man.35
         
 
         Churchill’s first speech as Prime Minister was delivered to the Commons on 13 May. It was short and to the point. Having reported on his progress in appointing ministers, he repeated to the House what he had said to those ministers: ‘I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat’.36 Having thus cleared away any illusions from the outset, he elaborated by saying: ‘We have before us many, many long months of struggle and of suffering.’37 This was clearly true, for if Britain were to win the war, it would take many months for her to build up any effective fighting strength. Churchill needed to pre-empt any of the ‘the war will be over by Christmas’ mentality which was pervasive in 1914. He knew that this war, like the last, would be one of attrition.
         
 
         Given this black picture the hope he was also to offer would have credibility from the outset. He was managing expectations in order to avoid a possible collapse of morale in the future. He then laid out his policy: ‘to wage war, by sea, land and air, with all our might and with all the strength that God can give us’. It would be trite to observe that this hardly constitutes a policy. It is a statement of the obvious. But in 1940, the obvious was questionable. The debate that had brought down Chamberlain less than a week before had really been about the vigour with which the war was being prosecuted and the government’s will to fight. This statement of policy was the one the House needed.
         
 
         He then slipped in his next major theme of that summer: ‘To wage war against a monstrous tyranny, never surpassed in the dark, lamentable catalogue of human crime.’ Were the enemy less than monstrous, one might question the sacrifice and ask whether victory, rather than some settlement, was an appropriate goal. Quite logically, therefore, Churchill’s next words make the connection with his third theme, the aim of the war: ‘You ask, What is our aim? I can answer in one word: victory’. He further justifies this aim with his fourth major theme: the awesome historical nature of what was at stake:
         
 
         
            victory at all costs, victory in spite of all terror, victory, however long and hard the road may be; for without victory, there is no survival. Let that be realised; no survival for the British Empire; no survival for all that the British Empire has stood for, no survival for the urge and impulse of the ages, that mankind will move forward towards its goal.’38
            

         
 
         Using the well-tried device of triple statement, elaborated each time, he laid out his goal as a necessary consequence of what all would have wished for: survival.39 Churchill was not going to try to persuade the British, of all people, to suffer and die for an idea or for mankind as a whole. Neither, of course, does he say what mankind’s goal is. He could not do so, for he did not know, any more than anyone else does. It was enough to suggest that it has one. The overall message would be repeated in different forms time and again: in saving themselves, the British would save civilisation, and thereby the whole of mankind.
         
 
         Having lifted his audience’s eyes towards a great cause, Churchill ends by offering reassurance based on the solidarity of comradeship and the strength within the audience itself:
         
 
         
            But I take up my task with buoyancy and hope. I feel sure that our cause will not be suffered to fail among men. At this time I feel entitled to claim the aid of all, and I say, ‘come, then, let us go forward together with our united strength.’40
            

         
 
         ‘It was quite a good little warlike speech’ opined the then editor of The Times, Geoffrey Dawson, generously.41
         
 
         His leitmotivs spell out Churchill’s vision. They form a simple, coherent whole that could be expressed as five propositions.
         
 
         
                 
               	we face a monstrous evil which is a threat to the whole of the civilised world;
               
     
               	if we can stand up to it, we will save not only ourselves, but the whole of mankind;
               
     
               	our ultimate goal must be victory, for this is an evil so virulent that it must be utterly extinguished;
               
     
               	the road to victory will be long and hard, and involve much pain and sorrow;
               
     
               	but if we all support each other and stick together, we can do it.
 
            

         
 
          
         This was the message he delivered again and again that summer, to Parliament, to the British people, to the occupied countries, and to America.
         
 
         Churchill’s first address to the nation came in a BBC broadcast on 19 May. Broadcast at 9 p.m., he began work on it at 6 p.m.42, an indication of the extent to which he simply said what was flowing through him at the time.
         
 
         The bulk of the speech was a warning that things were going badly in France. However, he singled out the performance of the RAF, saying: ‘My confidence in our ability to fight it out to the finish with the German air force has been strengthened by the fierce encounters which have taken place and are taking place.’43 This, the most encouraging message about the fighting in the speech, is at once the most sinister. Churchill lost no opportunity to make it clear what he expected was to come, and repeats his message a few lines later: ‘After this battle in France abates its force, there will come the battle for our island – for all that Britain is and all that Britain means.’ The phrase ‘Battle of Britain’ is not quite there, but it is forming.
         
 
         Four of his main leitmotivs are sounded in this speech: the aim of the war (‘Our task is not only to win the battle – but to win the war’); the nature of the enemy (‘the foulest and most soul-destroying tyranny which has ever darkened and stained the pages of history’); the cause (‘rescue not only Europe but mankind’); and strength through solidarity, which, as usual, formed his peroration:
         
 
         
            Arm yourselves, and be ye men of valour, and be ye in readiness for the conflict; for it is better for us to perish in battle than to look upon the outrage of our nation and our altar. As the will of God is in heaven, even so let it be.44
            

         
 
         This is more or less what he was to say to the colleagues he sought to rally on the 28 May. Here the form is biblical, there it was cinematically bloodcurdling.
         
 
         The battle in France took its course and the evacuation from Dunkirk began on 26 May. The BBC did not tell the country what was going on until 31 May.45 Vice-Admiral Bertram Ramsey, who was in charge of the evacuation, finally closed down Operation Dynamo at 1423 on 4 June.46 364,628 troops, of which about two thirds were British, had been taken off the beaches and landed safely.* That day, Churchill addressed the Commons.
         
 
         The speech lasted about half an hour. Churchill reported the facts about the closing stages of the battle, and then used reversed expectation management, saying that he had expected to have to announce ‘the greatest military disaster in our long history’.47 He continued to conjure up the spectre that had haunted his mind a week previously, of a British army completely destroyed,
          the core of future armies gone. Instead of saying what had happened, Churchill kept up the tension by turning to the smoke and noise of battle, describing the strength of the enemy, the gallantry of the army, then of the navy and the evacuating forces, and then of the air force.
          
 
          
          
         In paying tribute to all those involved in the ‘miracle of deliverance’ he cast a note of caution, implying that the struggle was just beginning:
         
 
         
            We must be very careful not to assign to this deliverance the attributes of a victory. Wars are not won by evacuations. But there was a victory inside this deliverance, which should be noted. It was achieved by the air force.48
            

         
 
         He singled out the RAF, partly because of many bitter complaints from the returning troops, who could see little of what was going on, that the ‘Brylcreem boys’ had left them in the lurch, and partly because he knew he would be turning them into particular heroes in the coming weeks.
         
 
         He stressed the importance of the target for the Luftwaffe, stressed how hard they had tried and he even stressed their courage. Despite the worst they could do, then, the army got away, and, he said, the enemy had ‘paid fourfold for any losses which they have inflicted’.49 We know now that this was nonsense, but the figures were derived from combat reports, and nobody knew any better.50
         
 
         Churchill’s purpose in presenting such figures was to reassure the public:
 
         
            When we consider how much greater would be our advantage in defending the air above this island against an overseas attack, I must say that I find in these facts a sure basis upon which practical and reassuring thoughts may rest.51
            

         
 
         He laced the account with what today read like Boy’s Own style yarns, which were again from the best sources – ‘Very large formations of German aeroplanes … have turned on occasion from the attack of one quarter of their number … Twelve aeroplanes have been hunted by two. One plane was driven into the water and cast away by the mere charge of a British aeroplane, which had no more ammunition’52 – and claimed that the RAF’s machines were superior to those of their foes.
         
 
         There then follows a passage which shows him first groping towards the image of ‘the Few’, though it is as yet – the full phrase was not to come until 20 August – without its Shakespearean ring:
         
 
         
            The great French army was very largely, for the time being, cast back and disturbed by the onrush of a few thousands of armoured vehicles. May it not also be that the cause of civilisation itself will be defended by the skill and devotion of a few thousand airmen.53
            

         
 
          
         This shows to what extent the notion of ‘the Few’ has been misunderstood. Whilst the phrase usually conjures up a handful of Spitfires pitting themselves against hordes of bombers, what Churchill meant was that the number of protagonists in any air battle would be very small, which is perfectly true. Britain was delegating the decision over its fate not to a vast mass of soldiers struggling in the mud, but to a select group of young men whose business was so technical that nobody else could be involved. It was to be a meeting in battle of the two countries’ elected champions, and it is in this vein that he continues, drawing comparisons with the Knights of the Round Table and the Crusaders. He was preparing the ground for his battle and beginning his deliberate myth-making.54
         
 
         He summarised the result of the French campaign, whilst stressing once more that relief should not blind people to the fact that the country had suffered ‘a colossal military disaster’.55 Nevertheless, the country would be able to ‘ride out the storm of war, and to outlive the menace of tyranny, if necessary for years, if necessary alone.’56
         
 
         Storms are natural. They happen from time to time, they are unpleasant and frightening, but in the end one survives and the sun reappears.
         
 
         He continued: ‘At any rate, that is what we are going to try to do. That is the resolve of His Majesty’s Government – every man of them. That is the will of Parliament and the nation.’ This was a plain lie. Nobody knew this better than Churchill. But it was a necessary one, both for the public and his colleagues. It made it very difficult for Halifax to continue to pursue his policy of negotiation with anything approaching openness. Whether or not it was the will of Parliament (it probably was) or the nation (it may have been) few could say. Churchill was at any rate going to make it so.*
         
 
         He carried on by stating that France and Britain would continue to fight to the death and would not ‘flag or fail’. His final words, a single extraordinary sentence, begin with his most defiant expression yet of the theme of sacrifice and end with a coda developing the leitmotiv of solidarity further than before to encompass his vision of the English-speaking peoples:
         
 
         
            We shall go on to the end, we shall fight in France, we shall fight on the seas and oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, we shall defend our island, whatever the cost may be, we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight on the fields and in the streets, we shall fight on the hills; we shall never surrender, and even if, which I do not for a moment believe, this island or a large part of it were subjugated and starving, then our Empire beyond the seas, armed and guarded by the British Fleet, would carry on the struggle, until in God’s good time, the new world, with all its power and might, steps forth to the rescue and the liberation of the old.’57
            

         
 
          
          
         Beginning with the fighting still going on in France, Churchill moves through the elements of land, sea and air as if opposing a cosmic force and then moves back to the concrete realities of invasion. The famous asseverations follow the natural course of a retreat from the beaches, ending in the hills – which neither the Romans nor the Normans had been able fully to subdue. His gaze then moves out again to remind people that they are part of a great empire, that even the Nazis cannot seriously challenge the Royal Navy, and that beyond that the English-speaking peoples will eventually unite in their common cause. But he asks, as he had asked the Cabinet on 28 May, for patience.
         
 
         Britain was not really alone; it formed part of an international brother-hood. It had its task to do, but deliverance was just a matter of time. It had to endure.
         
 
         Churchill did not fail in his intended effect. ‘This afternoon,’ wrote Harold Nicolson, Labour MP and Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister of Information Duff Cooper, ‘Winston made the finest speech I have ever heard. The House was deeply moved.’ Several Labour members cried, as did Churchill.58 Labour MP Josiah Wedgwood thought it ‘worth a thousand guns, and the speeches of a thousand years’.59 Labour MP and Minister of Economic Warfare Hugh Dalton found it ‘very grim and determined,’ designed, he thought, ‘to pull ostrich heads out of the sand both here and in the USA.’60
         
 
         Dalton saw its wider significance, for it was indeed aimed at America as much as at Britain. Here, for the first time, all three immediate war aims played their part.
         
 
         Parts of the speech were read out by an announcer on the BBC that evening.61 The Tory MP Major General Sir Edward Spears, who was acting as Churchill’s personal representative and had brought de Gaulle to England, was listening in France. He wrote afterwards that it established Churchill firmly as ‘the supreme leader’ and continues in an almost mystic vein that it was as though the British people had been given ‘a password, the significance of which only we could grasp, it bound us in a great secret understanding.’ It was as if the British people were passing through ‘an intense fire and light that burnt out everything mean and selfish in us, leaving only a common purpose and a common unity, fusing into the single soul of the British people.’62 These are heady sentiments for an old soldier.
         
 
         Listening at Sissinghurst Castle in Kent, directly on the invasion route from the coast to London, Vita Sackville-West wrote to her husband Harold Nicolson that the words, ‘even repeated by the announcer’ sent ‘shivers (not of fear) down my spine.’ She felt above all the ‘whole massive backing of power and resolve behind them, like a great fortress.’63
         
 
          
         The impact on thousands of simpler souls must have been comparable. The moral front was firming up.
         
 
         It was not yet solid. The Cabinet was growing unruly again, with the leading Tories Leo Amery and George Lloyd this time lobbying for ‘practical changes’ in ‘our system of government’.* On the same day, 17 June, the new French government formed by Marshal Pétain on the previous day sued for peace. Lloyd George had still not responded to the offer of a post and when Chamberlain suggested to Churchill that he might be waiting to be Britain’s Pétain, Churchill growled back: ‘Yes, he might, but there won’t be any opportunity.’64
         
 
         On 18 June 1940, the 125th anniversary of the Battle of Waterloo, at 3.49 p.m., Churchill addressed the Commons again. He spoke for thirty-six minutes.65
         
 
         The Prime Minister reviewed the history of the lamentable collapse on the Continent, dismissed the search for scapegoats there and, with characteristic magnanimity, the hounding of former appeasers at home. He outlined the forces available for home defence, making the point that the existence of the Royal Navy made a sea-crossing a perilous undertaking, and then considered the threat from the air.
         
 
         He asserted that the RAF, though less numerous than the Luftwaffe, was still very powerful and had so far proved itself to be superior. In support, he quoted more statistics on relative loss-ratios and suggested that they might be improved upon in a conflict over England, as many pilots would be recovered. He addressed the possible impact of bombing, and used the example of Barcelona to show that resolute people could stand up to it. He expressed once again his conviction that the French government should continue to resist, and as he warmed to his theme, he screwed up the emotional tension in talking of Britain’s sense of comradeship with the French people:
         
 
         
            If we are now called upon to endure what they have been suffering, we shall emulate their courage, and if final victory rewards our toils, they shall share the gains, aye, and freedom shall be restored to all. We abate nothing of our just demands; not one jot or tittle do we recede. Czechs, Poles, Norwegians, Dutch, Belgians have joined their causes to our own. All these shall be restored.66
            

         
 
         Here his main themes have been sounded: the cause, the aim of the war and an offering of solidarity to the conquered nations of Europe.
         
 
         He then ended by drawing all his themes together in a coda of 180 words. These words have given the Battle of Britain its name. They make it clear that it was not about a few aeroplanes having some dogfights. They define an integral part of what it has meant to be British for the two generations after the one which heard it broadcast on the radio that summer evening, and maybe for some generations to come. At the time, it secured Churchill a victory on the moral front and announced the imminent commencement of his battle. It was the Supreme Commander’s final manoeuvre to bring his forces into contact with the enemy.
          
 
          
          
         
            What General Weygand called the Battle of France is over. I expect that the battle of Britain is about to begin. Upon this battle depends the survival of Christian civilisation. Upon it depends our own British life, and the long continuity of our institutions and our empire. The whole fury and might of the enemy must very soon be turned on us. Hitler knows that he will have to break us in this island or lose the war. If we can stand up to him, all Europe may be free and the life of the world move forward into broad, sunlit uplands. But if we fail, then the whole world, including the United States, including all that we have known and cared for, will sink into the abyss of a new Dark Age made more sinister, and perhaps more protracted, by the lights of perverted science. Let us, therefore, brace ourselves to our duties and so bear ourselves that, if the British Empire and its Commonwealth last for a thousand years, men will still say, ‘this was their finest hour.’67
            

         
 
         This passage has a pedigree going back to Pericles. It takes the form of a Greek funeral oration, called an epitaphios, from which ‘epitaph’ derives. In an epitaphios, the dead are praised and the living comforted by the thought that the fallen had been worthy of their ancestors. Churchill’s words are an inverted epitaphios. The living are called upon to be heroes so that their descendants will regard them as worthy ancestors, and say (in some future epitaph) that ‘this was their finest hour’.
         
 
         The opening sets out three facts in one simple sentence each. We move from France and the past, to Britain and the present, and then broaden the geography to ‘Christian civilisation’ and the future. It is a shock. The forthcoming battle is not just for territory but for the moral values represented by the West.
         
 
         Most of his listeners could have had little idea what that all meant so Churchill makes it very simple. Everything they know around them is threatened, as is history itself and all that generations have striven for. The battle is not only for space, but for time, the threat not only to an island home in the present but – extraordinarily – to the past. The achievements of two thousand years of history could all be annulled. With this annulment the future could be lost as well. We have to survive, for everything depends on our survival. Survive, and victory will be ours, for then, as according to Churchill, Hitler knows, he will lose the war.
         
 
         Then follow the two possible outcomes of success or failure, presented as a set of contrasts: light versus dark; upward, forwards movement versus downward, backwards movement.68 The conclusion, presented as inexorable (‘therefore’), is that the storm must be weathered.69 But there is no call to heroism, no suggestion that what is required is supererogatory. It is enough to do what Nelson asked of his men in his famous signal at Trafalgar: ‘our duty’.70 The result, even if the empire lasts for a millennium – an ironic echo of the ‘thousand year Reich’ – will be a supreme historical achievement: ‘their finest hour’.
         
 
         In the Commons, the speech did not have the impact of its predecessor. Perhaps it was too odd, too visionary. His speaking performance is reported to have been less accomplished.71 Nevertheless, given indications from the Ministry of Information on 17 June that there was the danger of a serious rift between Parliament and people unless the Prime Minister gave a strong lead, Duff Cooper prevailed on Churchill to talk on the radio that night, despite his tiredness and his dislike of the medium.72
         
 
         Nicolson thought he sounded ‘ghastly’ on the wireless.73 The newspaper owner Cecil King thought he was either ill or drunk and wrote in his diary that it was ‘the poorest possible effort’.74 Colville’s lady dinner companion that night remarked that it was like listening to a bishop. Churchill did the whole broadcast whilst smoking a cigar, which, together with his lifelong difficulty in pronouncing the letter ‘s’, may account for King’s impression that he was the worse for drink.75
         
 
         Whatever civil servants or newspaper proprietors thought, Churchill had the attention of the nation. The albeit rather rudimentary audience research carried out by the BBC at the time showed that 51% of the population listened to his first broadcast as Prime Minister on 19 May. The size of his audience increased with every broadcast, reaching almost 60% on 18 June, and it increased further after that.76 A Home Office report on public opinion conducted the following day records some comments about the delivery but found that the anxiously awaited speech was considered ‘courageous and hopeful’.77 Some of his sophisticated listeners, like ‘Rab’ Butler’s Private Secretary, Chips Channon, who was of the mould of the mainstream Conservative party and the Foreign Office, admitted that although Churchill left him unmoved, the nation would no doubt be impressed.78 It was impressed enough by his performance throughout the summer that a Gallup Poll conducted in July gave Churchill an extraordinary 88% approval rating and in October, as the bombing of London was intensifying, 89%.79
         
 
         Whatever the shades of opinion at the time, the end of this address surely ranks as one of the greatest political statements of modern times. It is worthy to stand alongside Lincoln’s Gettysburg address as one of the seminal visionary texts of Western civilisation, made at one of the most significant climacterics of twentieth-century history. A ‘half-breed’ American who had a peculiar lisping speech defect, stood in the House of Commons and transformed his government’s policy of refusing to recognise the latest shift in the local balance of power into a struggle for the fate of the world. In so doing, he reaffirmed and reset the identity of his nation.
         
 
         After he had done so, the Battle of Britain began.
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            * In his Five Days in London, Yale University Press 1999, John Lukacs argues that the crucial period was in fact the five days from 24–28 May during which Churchill fought Halifax for domination of the Cabinet and just managed to pull it off.
            

         

            * Although his basic position was clear, Halifax’ views, like those of any other sophisticated, intelligent man, were differentiated and complex. He wrote to a correspondent on 19 July of the difficulties involved in overcoming ‘the fundamental gulf’ between Hitler’s desire for a Europe dominated by Germany and his view of Germany simply enjoying ‘the position to which her greatness entitles her’ without prejudicing the freedom of other nations (Thompson, op. cit., pp. 144–5). Despite the defeat in France, his real desire was to continue Britain’s traditional ‘balance of power’ policy towards Europe.
            

         

            * Churchill’s daughter-in-law, Pamela Harriman, relates how, over a family dinner when the possibility of invasion was being discussed, Churchill told his family that they could each take a dead German with them. When she objected that she neither possessed, nor could use a gun, he looked at her gravely and said: ‘You can go into the kitchen and get a carving knife.’ (Churchill, (Part 2) written by Martin Gilbert, BBC-TV Productions 1992.) Particularly in view of the private and personal context, there is every reason to believe that he meant every word.
            

         

            * Communism is no exception to this, only the basis of the hatred is different – class rather than nationality.
            

         

            * History was always present for Churchill. He understood, perhaps, that the essence of history is the present, for the present is nothing other than what the past has made it, only those most essential elements of the past being retained in the present. That is what makes them essential. One’s understanding of the past is therefore a constituent part of one’s understanding of current events and a guide as to how to act in it. As Taylor observes, ‘History was part of his life’ (A.J.P. Taylor, The War Lords, Penguin 1978, p. 87).
            

         

            * His most implacable opponent was the American Ambassador in London, Joseph Kennedy. Being of Irish extraction, he was hostile towards Britain in general and towards Churchill in particular and his sons, including John, brought him back glowing accounts of what they had seen in Germany. He thought that there were plenty of anti-Semites in the United States who sympathised with Germany and whose views should be known to the President, feared American involvement to save the British Empire and thought it was absolutely clear that Germany would win anyway. He also had some personal financial interests in putting an end to the war. He consistently opposed Roosevelt and demanded to be recalled to Washington in October 1940 in order to sabotage the President’s chances of re-election. He left London on 28 October, to the relief of the British government. See Costello, op. cit., pp. 130–149 & 392–397.
            

         

            * A good number of the French ones were at all events to return to France to fight its last battle, and perished or entered captivity there.
            

         

            * It is symptomatic of the naivety of de-bunkers such as Ponting that they present the disunity of the country as a revelation. Had all 50 million inhabitants of Britain been of one mind, an absurd notion in itself, Churchill’s main task of creating unity would have been superfluous.
            

         

            * It may be significant that both were passionate Imperialists, Amery then being Secretary of State for India and Lloyd, Secretary of State for the Colonies. Despite their support for Churchill and for the war they may have harboured justified misgivings about its impact on Britain’s long-term ability to sustain its empire.
            

         



      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            2. The Threat
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         By June 1940 it was not at all obvious why Germany should continue to fight Britain. After all, Germany had attacked Poland. Britain and France were the nations which declared war, as a result of which Germany found itself in a conflict which it had risked, but not sought. Nevertheless, after the fall of France, the Germans created a plan for attacking Britain.
         

         Germany’s overall policy was determined by one man. He had obligingly laid out the whole purpose of his career and his vision of Germany’s future whilst in prison in 1924–5 in an autobiography to which his publisher gave the catchy title Mein Kampf.1
         

         Perhaps the best one-line description of Adolf Hitler is the one Churchill gave after the war: ‘a maniac of ferocious genius, the repository and expression of the most virulent hatreds that have ever corroded the human breast’.2 Mein Kampf is a precise reflection of that genius, and its author never swerved from the path it lays out. Hitler himself says that his ideas were all formed when a youth in Vienna, and that he subsequently had to learn little and to alter nothing.3
         

         It is indeed a repository of hatreds, and they are expressed with ferocious virulence. German politicians of right and left, Austria and the Habsburg Empire, democracy and capitalism, Socialism and Communism, and above all the Jews, who are somehow linked with all of these, are savaged with fervour. For only two things does Hitler consistently express admiration: the ordinary German soldier of World War I, and Great Britain – her soldiers and her statesmen, her institutions and her empire.
         

         Britain is first mentioned as the home of Parliament, an institution Hitler claims to admire as an ‘exalted form of self-government’, whilst regarding it as quite inappropriate for Germany.4 He derides Wilhelminian Germany’s stupidity in making an enemy out of England by building a fleet, and expresses resentment at the anti-English propaganda of the war, for it led to an underestimation of their enemy for which he and his comrades in the trenches had to pay ‘most bitterly’.5
         

         
         Her position as a colonial power made England unique in Europe and the only nation which was clearly of no interest to Germany in terms of territory. She was a natural ally, and making an enemy of her was wilful, arbitrary and reckless, for she was a most dangerous foe:
         

         
            England … always fought with the weapons which success demanded … but the determination for victory, the tenacity and ruthless pursuit of this struggle, remained unchanged.6
            

         

         Hitler returns to his theme at some length towards the end of the second volume of his book, where he considers Germany’s alliance policy. He castigates German pre-war politicians for indulging in an irrelevant pursuit of colonies which turned Germany’s most valuable potential ally into an enemy.
         

         He continues by analysing the history of British foreign policy. For three hundred years, he says, Britain had sought to protect its interests by maintaining the balance of power in Europe, whilst itself having no interest in territorial acquisition there. Britain, therefore, unlike France, had no interest in eliminating German power, in fact it wanted a strong Germany to act as a brake on France. Britain simply sought to restrain Germany from becoming too strong. Her leaders were entirely pragmatic, forming alliances and fighting wars purely on the basis of self-interest, supporting the weaker against whichever power happened to be the strongest. The total collapse of German power in 1918 was against British interests, for it created a vacuum which could allow France to become over-dominant once more. England, he says, whilst not wanting Germany to be a world power, has no essential conflict with Germany in Europe. He concludes that Germany has two potential European allies:
         

         
            On soberest and coldest reflection, it is today primarily … England and Italy, whose natural selfish interests are not, in the most essential points at least, opposed to the German nation’s requirements for existence, and are, indeed, to a certain extent, identified with them.7
            

         

         The problem, as he saw it, was that Germany (in 1925) was too weak and vacillating to be a worthy partner.8
         

         Whilst exaggerating Britain’s anxiety of a resurgent France, these passages define fairly accurately the classical foreign policy position represented by Halifax in 1940. Hitler did not imagine that winning England over would be easy, as he expected the Jews to do their best to prevent this happy alliance from being formed. But he ends the chapter by recommending that every attempt be made to do so. Germany should at least try to deal with France without British interference. Then if all went well, she would invite Britain and Italy to join her in destroying Communism and acquiring the territory she needed in the east.9
         

         The real goal of German policy and the mission of the Nazi movement was to rid the world of Judaism and to conquer living-space in Russia. France had to be eliminated because of its implacable opposition to Germany’s very existence, but Russia was the ultimate goal. Russia offered the only territorial option for Germanic expansion. Hitler also believed that it represented a real threat in itself because it had been taken over by a corrupt Jewish-Bolshevik movement which saw Germany as its next great target. Waging war against Russia therefore recommended itself on grounds of security alone, but had the added advantages of eliminating Bolshevism, dealing world Jewry a shattering blow and enabling the German race to fulfil its need for space to grow at the expense of the inferior Slavs.10
         

         In Europe in 1925 it was not fanciful to see the Soviet Union as a threat. Winston Churchill would have agreed. Communism was militant and the new Soviet state was engaged in a strong ideological export drive. There were plenty of Communists in Germany and indeed, in the chaos after World War I, a Soviet Republic had been briefly declared in Bavaria. It is nevertheless ironic that Hitler should regard the anti-Semitic regime run by Stalin as some sort of Jewish plot.11 It may have been because Marx was a Jew, but Hitler did not generally need any facts in order to denounce anything he disliked as Jewish. His view of them was metaphysical, akin to the view of the Devil in medieval theology.
         

         Hitler’s subsequent actions were entirely consistent with this programme. Those of his generals who later professed themselves to be bemused by the reluctance Hitler showed in 1940 to wage an all-out war against Britain had not troubled to inform themselves about their leader’s clearly stated intentions. One can have some sympathy with this omission, as Mein Kampf is not a gratifying read. Most of the 8–9 million copies sold or distributed in Germany during its author’s lifetime remained largely on the bookshelf.12
         

         Hitler unequivocally wanted peace with Britain, and after the fall of France appeared to have every prospect of getting it. If he could not get it, he wanted Britain to be neutralised so that it could not interfere with his plans for the east.
         

         But he understood his foe, and always recognised the possibility that Britain could act irrationally against its self-interest. One passage from the first volume of Mein Kampf is prescient.
         

         
            A man does not die for business, but only for ideals. Nothing proved the Englishman’s superior psychological knowledge of the popular soul better than the motivation which he gave to his struggle (in World War I). While we fought for bread, England fought for ‘freedom’; and not even for her own, no, that of the small nations. In our country we laughed at this effrontery, or were enraged by it, and thus only demonstrated how empty-headed and stupid the so-called statesmen of Germany had become even before the war. We no longer had the slightest idea concerning the essence of the force which can lead men to their death of their own free will and decision.13
            

         

         
         That was the fly in the ointment. Paradoxically, the nation of shopkeepers was also a nation of idealists. When the issue arose again, Churchill led the British down this very same path.
         

         The Nazis were tireless in their attempts to gain Britain as an ally, or at least to secure her neutrality.
         

         The leading role in this was played by Göring. In an interview with the British Air Attaché in 1935, he announced that Germany already had 1500 bombers (which was a hopeless exaggeration) and on being told that this meant Britain would rearm, welcomed the news, remarking that in the next war the two countries would be fighting side-by-side to save Europe from Communism. In 1937, he promised Lord Londonderry (who had been Secretary of State for Air from 1931–1935) that if the British Empire were menaced, Germany would come to its aid, and told the British journalist G. Ward Price and the Canadian Prime Minister that all Germany wanted was a free hand in the east. The same message was repeated to the British Ambassador, Sir Neville Henderson, on one of Göring’s hunting parties, and again to Lord Halifax, who visited Göring’s hunting exhibition in November 1937. He saw Ward Price once more at his fantastic villa, Karinhall, in March 1938, just after the Austrian Anschluss and a few months before the Czech crisis. He explained, whilst they played with the enormous train set Göring had had set up there, that Germany wanted to keep the British Empire strong and regretted the sense of belligerence creeping over Britain. Ward Price passed this on to the British government. Göring continued to communicate with Halifax during the last months of peace, sometimes directly and sometimes through the Swede Dahlerus, and sustained his diplomatic offensive directly with Chamberlain right into the winter of 1939–40.14
         

         Churchill was not left out of the loop, as he recorded after the war. The German Ambassador to Britain, von Ribbentrop, visited him in 1937 to repeat the basic themes: Germany wanted the friendship of Britain, would ‘stand guard’ for the British Empire, would at most ask for a few of its old colonies back, but must have a free hand in the east, where she needed White Russia and the Ukraine as Lebensraum. All that was asked was that Britain should not interfere. Churchill replied, in front of a map, that Britain most certainly would interfere if Germany sought to dominate Europe. ‘In that case,’ von Ribbentrop replied, ‘war is inevitable.’ Churchill took due note of this, but added that England would bring the whole world against them. Von Ribbentrop left in a huff.15
         

         During the last days of August 1939, Hitler used all the diplomatic means at his disposal to avoid war with Britain and was furious when the British government honoured its guarantee to Poland on 3 September.16 It was the first time things had not gone his way. However, his victorious campaign in France offered new hope, and as it neared its completion, Hitler talked repeatedly to his generals about making peace with Britain. On 23 May, OKW issued an order halting his Panzers short of Dunkirk, thus allowing the BEF some vital time to escape. Hitler confirmed the order the following day. The ‘halt order’, which outraged his generals, has been said to be because of a loss of nerve, because of the exposed flanks of the armoured columns, because the tanks needed time to re-fit and repair, because Hitler thought the ground in Belgium was bad tank country, because of the need to conserve strength for the coming show-down with the French, and because Göring promised Hitler that the Luftwaffe could wipe out the BEF on the beaches without help from the army. In 1970, Basil Liddell Hart sparked off controversy by putting forward the view, based on his conversations with generals such as Blumentritt, that Hitler in fact wanted to avoid inflicting a humiliating defeat on the British, as they would then be unwilling to negotiate.17 People rarely make decisions for a single reason. All of these considerations probably played a role.
         

         Attempts to reach a settlement with Britain continued, and Hitler had every reason to suppose they had a good chance of success. After all, he was aware that Halifax was actively using Göring’s Swedish channels and that Churchill’s position as Prime Minister was far from secure.18 A diplomatic solution was infinitely preferable to him than wearing out his forces in the west or conducting an extremely risky invasion.
         

         The possibility of invading Britain is first mentioned in German records on 21 May, when Hitler broached the subject with Admiral Raeder.19 General Jodl prepared a paper on the continuation of the war against England which Hitler read on 30 June after France had capitulated and he had enjoyed himself sight-seeing.
         

         The general feeling in the German High Command was that the war was over, and just a little more force had to be applied to England in order to make her realise it. Jodl envisaged three measures: an intensification of the air war against shipping, the British economy and the RAF; terror attacks on the civil population; and the landing of troops. He gave the top priority to the elimination of the RAF, but seems to have believed that if the British were subjected to air attack and a siege which would reduce their food supply, their will to resist could be broken and the government would capitulate. A landing was a final resort to be undertaken only after England had been weakened economically and control of the air secured. However, he thought that all this would be unnecessary, for reason would surely prevail. Britain could not threaten Germany herself, so a continuation of hostilities was pointless.20
         

         Whilst their expectations were quite reasonable, Churchill’s failure to fulfil them placed the German High Command in a very difficult position, as is made clear by Jodl’s muddled thinking. Whilst it was true that Britain could not immediately threaten Germany, neither was it easy for Germany to threaten Britain. Britain is a very hard country to defeat. With their control of the seas, the British can land troops where they like and get them home again if they get into trouble, as had just happened. They also have a dangerous talent for making friends and influencing people, so that even if the British do not have troops of their own fighting you somewhere, they are likely to have an ally somewhere else who is.
         

         Perhaps it could be different in 1940. England had no more allies on the Continent, and, crucially, it could now be attacked from the air. A strategy for neutralising or possibly even defeating Britain therefore might be feasible. The one chosen was crucially dependent on the time available.
         

         Hitler had two basic options: a long siege or a quick decision.

         A siege meant using U-boats and air power to cut Britain’s sea-lanes and wreck her economy. It would take many months, but it might work. However, he would then have to either postpone his plans for Russia or face a war on two fronts. He was impatient to get on with things, and he was worried about the Russian threat. He really wanted a rapid decision.
         

         That meant establishing air superiority and backing it up with the threat of invasion. It was possible at any time that if they began to lose the air war, the peace lobby in the British government would gain the upper hand and negotiate. Air power was still an unknown factor. After Warsaw was bombed, the Poles capitulated. After Rotterdam was bombed the Dutch capitulated. The threat of bombing helped the French to make up their minds to evacuate Paris. Might not the bombing of London create such unrest that the government would be forced to come round?
         

         Thus it was that Jodl saw this as a possible quick solution. Economic warfare meant a long siege. Invasion would be quick. Terror bombing might be either – nobody knew, but there was a lot of theory and some evidence suggesting that it could be quick, albeit the evidence from the bombing of Guernica during the Spanish Civil War pointed the other way. However that might be, it was crucial for the Germans to decide on the time-span and the basic strategy, for each meant deploying different forces and attacking different targets.
         

         They did not find it easy to make up their minds. The longer they spent doing so, the more they were forced into a siege – and for this they were poorly equipped. In May 1939, Luftflotte 2 had carried out a war-game to ascertain how Britain’s war economy and sea-lanes could be attacked from the air. They concluded that apart from mining, they lacked the means to do this effectively.21 With U-boat production peaking at only six a month in 1940, in July the Kriegsmarine had a grand total of twenty-seven operational submarines.22 The Luftwaffe had abandoned the long-range heavy bomber. The German economy was ill prepared for siege.
         

         Some bold men had advocated seizing the chance offered by Dunkirk before France surrendered. Milch went to see Göring on 18 June and proposed landing paratroops in a coup-de-main to take the exposed airfields in southern England and supply them by air, supported by Stukas and Bf 109s. Göring told him it was far too risky, and in any case he only had one parachute division available.23 Milch’s daring was shared by Kesselring, who advocated a similar strike whilst the British were in disarray.24 He was dumbfounded to learn that instead of this, a partial demobilisation of the Wehrmacht had been ordered before France had even been fully defeated.25 June and July slipped away without decisive action whilst diplomacy was tried and Hitler waited for the British to negotiate.
         

         Throughout July, diplomatic activity and military preparations ran in parallel. Feelers were put out through Sweden, Italy, Switzerland and Spain, where there was also an attempt to involve the Duke of Windsor in a peace move. It was only after this had failed, on 1 August, that Hitler issued Directive 17 for the prosecution of the air offensive against Britain.26
         

         The German people were impatient. A Gestapo survey carried out in June showed that most Germans were resentful at Britain’s apparent determination to continue the war and eager to teach them a lesson.27 On 6 July, the song ‘Denn wir fahren gegen Engelland’ was broadcast over the radio for the first time.28
         

         After the war, some German generals claimed that Hitler was never serious about invading Britain and it was all a bluff. It would be more accurate to say that it was an example of Hitler’s usual technique of backing up his attempts to gain political ends with the threat of force. Much lay between nuisance raiding and an invasion and those were the possibilities most interesting to him.
         

         So it was that the Luftwaffe was tasked with making the threat to Britain real, always with the hope that an air campaign alone would bring the British to the negotiating table. The air campaign had three aims:
         

         
            
               	To fulfil a basic pre-condition of invasion by establishing air-superiority over the invasion area of south-east England and thus both make the threat of invasion very real and give Hitler the option of carrying it out.
               

               	In so doing to weaken the RAF to such an extent that Britain would feel herself to be very vulnerable to attack from the air, and therefore become more willing to negotiate.
               

               	By these same measures, to begin the process of isolating Britain and weakening her war-making capacity, so that a siege could simultaneously begin.
               

            

         

         The Germans were keeping their options open. The Luftwaffe felt supremely confident. They had superiority in front-line numbers and had prevailed with ease against every foe. Their young service was the most combat-experienced air force in the world. They did not know a great deal about their enemy across the Channel, but that did not worry them unduly. Having arisen from the ashes of 1918 the Luftwaffe had become a force before which Europe quailed.
         

         
         In fact, that enemy had been preparing a defence against the very sort of attack they were about to launch for about as long as the Luftwaffe had been in existence. These efforts had been originally galvanised by the painful experience that enemy had suffered at the hands of the Luftwaffe’s own predecessor, the ‘Luftstreitkräfte’ of the German army, some twenty-five years before.
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         The war-time Commander-in-Chief of the US Air Force, General Carl Spaatz, once observed that ‘it was the German air force which dominated world diplomacy and won for Hitler the bloodless political victories of the late thirties.’1
         
 
         For the Nazis the Luftwaffe was as much a political weapon as a military one. Its potency came from the world’s fear of air power. They broadcast every new technical development they made, even resorting to trickery. For example, the specially constructed aircraft with which Willy Messerschmitt set a new world speed record in 1939 was claimed to be an ordinary Bf 109 fighter.2 The biggest piece of stage-management took place during the occupation of the Rhineland in March 1936, when the Luftwaffe only had ten fully-armed fighters in operation. Aircraft were photographed on airfields, flown to others, had their cowlings re-painted overnight and were photographed the next day as if they were different aircraft. Mechanics were dressed in flying overalls to pose as pilots. It worked.3
         
 
         Before war broke out, most of the world believed the propaganda. Once it had broken out, the strength of the Luftwaffe and the fear of air attack played a major role in Halifax’s arguments for peace.4 The perceived strength of the Luftwaffe also had a strong impact on American assessments of British chances of survival. Charles Lindbergh and the US Ambassador in London, Joseph Kennedy, were both particularly impressed by it, the latter telling the State Department on 31 July 1940 that the Luftwaffe had the power to put the RAF ‘out of commission’.5 Roosevelt himself believed in May that the Germans had a five-to-one superiority in the air and that the British would be unlikely to ‘withstand the assault for many weeks’.6 He differed from his Ambassador only in finding the prospect unwelcome.
         
 
         That the Luftwaffe existed at all is due to that fateful document, the Versailles Treaty. Inspired by hatred and formulated in haste, it was signed in June 1919, and with that the German Air Service was dissolved. Germany’s fleet of aircraft was handed over to the Allies, and the country was forbidden to support an air force or manufacture military aircraft.7
         
 
         So Germany did not. Instead, it built commercial aircraft which could easily be converted into bombers, sports aircraft which could serve as fighters, formed a state airline to build up a transport fleet and encouraged gliding clubs in order to train future pilots.
         
 
         The man who first guided this ingenious development was General Hans von Seeckt, who worked in the so-called Ministry of Defence in Berlin. The ministry was in effect a General Staff. From the beginning it included 180 officers from the former German Air Service and its senior figures included Kesselring, Sperrle, Stumpff and von Richthofen, who would lead the air campaign against England.
         
 
         Germany had been forbidden to build large commercial airliners by the 1922 Paris Air Agreement, but this lapsed in 1926. In order to help create a strong industry and provide it with a good customer, the Civil Aviation Minister, Ernst Brandenburg, ordered the formation of a single national airline, the Deutsche Lufthansa, out of Junkers Airways and Aero-Lloyd, both subsidiaries of the Deutsche Luftreederei, a transport company formed in 1919.
         
 
         The new company had three directors, two from Aero-Lloyd and one, an ex-pilot called Erhard Milch, from Junkers. Professor Hugo Junkers did not take kindly to the enforced merger of his company and began a campaign against it and Milch, whom he regarded as a traitor. By September 1929, however, Milch had survived Junkers’ sabotage attempts and also ousted his fellow directors to become Lufthansa’s first Chairman. Milch was not above politics. Amongst the candidates at the 1928 Reichstag elections one of the more attractive to him was an old flyer called Hermann Göring who managed to win a seat with some financial support quietly provided by Lufthansa.8
         
 
         Erhard Milch was born in 1892 into a fiercely patriotic north German family. He served in the artillery on the Eastern Front in 1914–15 before joining a reconnaissance unit of the air service, and in 1918 served once again in the army. In these posts and in helping to suppress insurrectionists in post-war Germany, Milch showed the vision, independence of mind, courage, energy, organisational ability and ruthlessness which enabled him to become the real designer and builder of the Luftwaffe. He was impressed by Göring on their first meeting and even more impressed by Hitler when they first met in 1930. The feeling was mutual, and Lufthansa worked closely with the Nazis even before they came to power.9
         
 
         Von Seeckt encouraged gliding so strongly that by 1929 some 50,000 Germans were members of the Deutsche Luftsportverband, which was in effect a civilian reserve. He needed to create the cadre around which these civilians could be formed into an air force, so from 1923 he sent selected Lufthansa personnel to a secret and illicit training establishment at Lipetsk in Russia. It was run by Hugo Sperrle.
         
 
          
         By the time the Nazis gained power in 1933, the core of the Luftwaffe already existed. In 1934 the Reichswehr Ministerium (Defence Ministry) became the Reichskriegsministerium (Ministry of War), which showed commendable honesty. Hitler thought that Göring would have the right political appeal to be Air Minister, and Milch agreed to become his deputy.
         
 
         Hermann Göring was born in Bavaria in 1893 and, inspired by his friend Bruno Loerzer, joined the air service in 1915. He served as a fighter pilot throughout World War I, finishing it as Commander of the legendary Geschwader 1, having taken over from von Richthofen. With twenty-two official victories he ranked forty-sixth on the list of German aces.
         
 
         His career since then had been bound up with the history of the Nazi party. He was in many ways a remarkable man. He was highly intelligent, forceful, self-confident and energetic, as he was to demonstrate to his captors during his trial at Nuremberg, where he dominated proceedings. However, in the abortive Munich Putsch of November 1923, he was shot in the groin and evacuated to Austria, where doctors treated him with morphine. This began a life-long addiction to the drug. Its general effects have been described as follows:
         
 
         
            Morphine is capable of rendering a person of honest character completely untrustworthy, of producing delusions that in turn result in criminal actions, of increasing glandular activities and of generating side-effects like outpourings of immense vital energy and what the pharmaceutical textbooks describe as ‘grotesque vanity’. The morphine addict may find his imagination stimulated, his oratory more fluid, but then a state of languor supervenes, followed on occasions by deep sleep.10
            

         
 
         Göring was to demonstrate these characteristics throughout the rest of his career.
         
 
         Milch wanted the air force to be independent of the army, and as his boss was Hitler’s right-hand man, he got what he wanted. He set about building up the Luftwaffe, estimating that he would need eight to ten years. Göring was a politician who had happened to be a pilot, so all matters of technology and organisation were dealt with by Milch. He planned a massive expansion in aircraft production – 800% in two years – and matched it with growth in training facilities.
         
 
         On 1 March 1935, Hitler officially announced the existence of the Luftwaffe as a separate branch of the Wehrmacht (the armed forces), with Göring as its Commander-in-Chief, General Walther Wever as Chief of Air Staff and Milch as Secretary of State for Air. Like Athena, the Greek goddess of war, who sprang fully armed from the head of Zeus, the Luftwaffe at its birth already had 1,888 aircraft and about 20,000 men. And just as Athena was Zeus’ favourite, so the Luftwaffe, which unlike the army and navy was actually created by the Nazis, was, for a time at least, Hitler’s favourite amongst the armed forces.
         
 
         Hitler made Milch a general of the Luftwaffe in 1936, a move which did not go down well with Göring. Hitler had expressed dissatisfaction with Milch’s expansion plans, as they were too slow for his ambitions, and Göring openly insulted Milch when he raised objections to moving any faster. Milch was fully aware that the increased pace meant that the Luftwaffe would lack depth in infrastructure and numbers. He wanted a real air force, not just one which only existed in propaganda.11
         
 
         During the course of 1936, Göring undermined his deputy, whom he increasingly saw as a threat, and introduced his old flying chum, the Great War ace Ernst Udet, into a position of increasing power. Udet was popular amongst the flying fraternity, but completely lacked Milch’s considerable administrative and technical skills. Thus it was that Udet was given two appointments ideally suited to displaying these lacunae in his talents, becoming Inspector of Fighters and Dive-Bombers and Director of the Technical Department. Nazi that he was, Göring did not like too many competent people too close to him and believed that the future belonged to the warrior-hero. He was one himself, and Udet was another. Together, they introduced romantic amateurism into the very top of the new service.
         
 
         This was symptomatic of a leadership problem the Luftwaffe never solved. When the first Chief of Staff, the extremely able General Walther Wever, was killed in a crash in 1936, he was replaced by Albert Kesselring. Kesselring did not get on with Milch, so was replaced within a year by Hans-Jürgen Stumpff. This did not work out either, so in 1939 Göring replaced Stumpff with Hans Jeschonneck. Jeschonneck had passed out brilliantly from the Kriegsakademie, worshipped Hitler and feuded with Milch.12 To some extent, personnel problems were inevitable given the new service’s rate of expansion. In 1935, the Luftwaffe had 1,100 officers and 17,000 men. By 1939, it had grown to 15,000 officers and 370,000 men, an overall expansion rate of over 200% per annum.13 Most were simply pilots, army officers or pure technicians.
         
 
         But added to this factor came the nature of the Nazi regime. Apart from its emphasis on ideology, it placed a premium on intrigue and personal loyalties, in this case mainly to Göring. His relations with Milch had deteriorated to open conflict by the end of 1936. Responsibilities were left deliberately unclear and those in power adopted a divide-and-rule policy towards their subordinates.14 As Milch icily observed to Göring shortly after the war began, divide et imperat was a motto the Romans had applied to their enemies, not to their friends. Göring made no reply.15 In Nazism the relationship between the individual and the tribe of the Herrenvolk was mediated by little except pack loyalty to whoever was the local alpha male at the time. Rational debate and decision-making were therefore rendered very difficult.16 Despite the jealousies within the RAF, rational debate was allowed, so major decisions were strongly influenced by reality. Avoidance of reality was of the very essence of Nazism and this was to reach its ultimate realisation in the febrile fantasy world of Hitler’s bunker in the spring of 1945.
         
 
         The first major decision the Luftwaffe had to make was about equipment, in which the first issue was the strategic bomber. Wever championed the concept in Germany, drawing on a study carried out by Dr Robert Knauss in 1933. Knauss argued for a force of 400 heavy bombers to act as a deterrent. The army was jealously opposed to this (as it was in Britain), but more importantly, German industry lacked the capability to produce such a force. The military aircraft industry was a shadow in 1933, and by 1934, after a period of hectic expansion, employed barely 17,000 people, just half as many as the British aircraft industry at that time, which was before Britain’s rearmament had begun.17
         
 
         Wever did not argue for an autonomous bomber force. A war-game held in 1933–4 had convinced the Wehrmacht that a bomber force alone could not destroy an enemy’s air fleet. But Wever did believe that long-range bombers were an important weapon, and in 1935 he ordered two four-engined types. On Wever’s death, Kesselring cancelled the orders whilst Milch was on holiday, and on his return Milch reluctantly agreed, in view of the resource constraints faced by the industry.18
         
 
         In the rush to create a new air force, an unexpected opportunity presented itself when a civil war broke out in Spain in 1936. In November of that year, Germany secretly sent a ‘volunteer corps’, known as the ‘Legion Cóndor’ to support Franco. Good pay attracted a lot of volunteers, who were rotated for six-month periods to give as many pilots as possible operational experience. The force was commanded by Hugo Sperrle, with Wolfram Freiherr von Richthofen as Chief of Staff. It had about 200 fighters, bombers and reconnaissance aircraft, and in May 1937 the Heinkel He 51 biplanes equipping the fighter force were replaced with the new Bf 109Bs. The other major equipment change was the relegation of the three-engined Ju 52 to a transport role, and the introduction of the Do 17 and He 111 as bombers. The military aims of the Cóndor Legion were to achieve air superiority, which the 109s soon did, and to support ground forces. They all learned extremely valuable lessons, especially about fighter tactics. Werner Mölders was the prime mover behind this and Wolfram von Richthofen worked out the technique and tactics of air-to-ground co-operation. These lessons were integrated and systematised by the Lehr Division (technical development unit), formed in 1937.
         
 
         The world also learned lessons from Spain. In 1937, a force of forty-three Cóndor Legion bombers and fighters got through to the small town of Guernica, the seat of the Basque government. They were attacking an important military target, a road bridge. The bombers discovered what every other bomber force discovered when it tried to attack specific targets: they could not bomb it accurately, and so had to attack the general area of the target. The civilian death toll was claimed to be 1600, even as many as 2500, though modern research suggests about 300 to be closer to the truth. The poor souls were ‘collateral damage’, but the international press portrayed the raid as a deliberate act of terror. The world received the news in muted horror. Its emotional impact was captured in Picasso’s famous painting, which still gives the most vivid available impression of the impact of the new air weapon on the civilised European mind. Guernica became a symbol of the terrors a new war would bring and of the power and the ruthlessness of the Luftwaffe, which was very useful for Hitler.
         
 
         Inside the Luftwaffe, events like Guernica were subjected to a more dispassionate analysis than in the world at large. Whilst it was recognised that bombing did affect civilian morale, a report by Naval Staff Officer Hauptmann Heye, who interviewed pilots in 1938, concluded that attacking non-military targets was not ‘a suitable means of breaking an opponent’s resistance’, and emphasised the alienation of the population it caused.19 It also became clear how hard it was for bombers to hit targets, especially at night. This had three consequences: firstly, it convinced Udet even more of the need for dive-bombers; secondly, it resulted in a change of production priorities from a ratio of three bombers to every fighter to two bombers to every fighter; and thirdly, it led to heavy investment in developing radio direction systems as a navigational aid. The result of this use of radar was the ‘Knickebein’ system that made the raid on Coventry in November 1940 possible.20
         
 
         The Spanish Civil War put the Luftwaffe on the world stage and the Nazis exploited its impact for propaganda purposes. However, behind the formidable façade, the Luftwaffe from the outset had a number of concealed weaknesses which its leaders were unwilling to face and were largely incapable of solving. These were in the areas of aircraft production, crew training and command and control.
         
 
         Milch’s early achievements in aircraft production were prodigious. He set up his first annual production plan in 1934, placing an order for 4,021 bombers, fighters and reconnaissance aircraft, the bulk of which were to be used for training. The industry produced 1,968 machines in 1934 and 3,183 in 1935, prompting Milch to increase the targets, resulting in a production figure of 5,112 in 1936. Hitler was not interested in training, however – he was too impatient for war. He wanted a striking force fast, and in 1937 re-tooling began for production of the new types being rushed into service, and production was put under Udet’s control. In 1937, Germany produced a total of 5,606 machines, of which 2,651 were front-line combat aircraft. This was not nearly enough, and Udet lacked the skills and personality to get the industry to do better.21 That it could was revealed in 1944 when Speer took over, and production, despite round-the-clock bombing by the RAF and USAF, reached nearly 40,000. But in the 1930s there was no centralised control and manufacturers did largely as they pleased. Many valuable technicians and engineers were called up for national service. The industry was also short of raw materials, but there was no attempt to plan priorities. The emphasis was on short-term numbers.22 The Luftwaffe was designed to fight a short war, and entered what was to become a war of attrition with no reserve.23
         
 
          
         Pilot training paralleled aircraft production. The original four flying training schools were not added to, albeit one naval air training school was created. The standards were very high, but again the numbers were lacking. In 1939 the General Staff refused a proposal for expansion on the grounds that resources were needed for new units at the front. Not only that, the main training aircraft, the Ju 52, was needed for transportation and the training units were raided by the operational commanders as soon as the war began. Final training was made the responsibility of front-line units, each of which had a training squadron. Operational development was made the responsibility of two Lehrgeschwader, groups of fighters and bombers formed around a cadre of instructors. Once again, there was no strategic reserve. Once the war began the relatively light casualties in Poland led to a further underestimation of needs, and it was only after the start of the Russian campaign that the need, which by then was obvious, was acted upon.24 By then it was too late.
         
 
         At first, this did not matter. It started to matter during the Battle of Britain, and the first crisis came in early 1941, when the lack of bomber pilots, in particular those capable of flying the very effective but tricky Ju 88, first became manifest. Bomber pilots needed two years of training as against the one needed for fighters.25 With this failure to think long-term, the Luftwaffe sowed the seeds of its own future destruction. It meant that the losses incurred during 1940 had a far-reaching effect.
         
 
         The other major area left to improvisation was that of technology. At the national level, the Nazi party spread its nefarious influence here as everywhere else. Large numbers of scientists left Germany in the 1930s. Those that were left were made to concentrate their efforts on gadgetry of minor short-term value or on wonder-weapons. The Nazis were as unwilling to co-operate with civilian scientists as they were with businessmen, and responsibility for research was split up between various competing political bodies in accordance with the divide-and-rule principle.26
         
 
         The warrior-hero mentality of the Luftwaffe itself also led to the neglect of available technology. On 15 August 1940, a Spitfire flown by Pilot Officer Ralph Roberts of 64 Squadron became disorientated after a dogfight and landed at Caffiers, a German fighter airfield in France. The aircraft was examined by technical experts who concluded that it was carrying ‘the most modern communications equipment, better than ours; a discovery of great tactical and technical value to us’.27 This can only have been a VHF radio. The Germans had neglected basics like communication in the air. This was not through lack of capability, but through choice.
         
 
         Ulrich Steinhilper was, by chance, made Communications Officer of his fighter wing in January 1939. He describes in detail how from that point his attempts to install radios in the 109s, let alone to develop proper procedures in the air, were frustrated and ridiculed at every turn by the Cóndor Legion veterans, led by his Commanding Officer, Adolf Galland.28 Galland argued that radios were unnecessary as pilots could communicate well enough in the air by waggling their wings as they had in World War I and in Spain, and that the radios just added weight. This romantic amateurism, based on the Richthofen-inspired cult of the heroic individual, dogged the Luftwaffe until 1940, and seriously affected their operations over England. When Johannes Steinhoff developed night-fighting techniques, which demanded good radio communication, he was ridiculed, and Steinhilper’s own improvised reinvention of radar met with derision.29
         
 
         Technical developments were prompted by operational experience. It was Kesselring’s appraisal of the Spanish experience that led to the development of navigational systems like ‘Knickebein’. But this was an isolated example. There was no systematic planning. From 1941, when the British went over to the offensive in the air, the Luftwaffe simply responded to new developments, and was therefore always one step behind. The exceptions were the wonder-weapons so appealing to Hitler. Because of poor planning and prioritisation neither of the two major ones, jet propulsion and rocketry, had a significant impact on the outcome of the war.
         
 
         The Luftwaffe was originally organised into four regions, called ‘Luftämter’, each responsible for the defence of their own part of Germany. In 1939, the Luftämter were re-designated ‘Luftflotten’, or ‘Airfleets’, which soon lost their regional role as they were to be used offensively outside their territories. They were themselves divided into corps and divisions, like an army. The Airfleets could be made up of any combination of fighter or bomber units depending on their task.
         
 
         Fighters and bombers were organised into Geschwader, or Groups. Each Geschwader normally had three Gruppen (wings) and each Gruppe three Staffeln (squadrons). In addition, most Geschwader had a Staffel or even a fourth Gruppe for training. During the Battle of Britain these units were based in southern France or Germany and did not form part of the Order of Battle.
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         The basic operational unit was the Gruppe, which was usually based at the same airfield and tended to fight as a whole. There was thus a structure between the Airfleet and the squadron, which helped in the sharing of information and in giving greater leverage to the experienced air leaders.
         
 
         Bomber units were called ‘Kampfgeschwader’, shortened to ‘KG’, fighter units ‘Jagdgeschwader’ (‘JG’), dive-bomber units ‘Stukageschwader’ (‘StG’) and heavy fighter units ‘Zerstörergeschwader’ (‘ZG’). Each was commanded by a ‘Geschwaderkommodore’ who led a staff flight (‘Stabschwarm’) of about four aircraft in the air. Each of the three ‘Gruppen’ was led by a ‘Gruppenkommandeur’ with another staff flight of his own. Although a Geschwaderkommodore was usually a colonel or even a general and a Gruppenkommandeur a major, the role was independent of rank and far more junior officers were promoted into leadership positions during the Battle. The three Staffeln which made up a Gruppe were each led by a captain or a major, the equivalent of a squadron leader in the RAF.
         
 
         Gruppen were usually equipped with the same model of aircraft and often flew together. They were the largest units which could be controlled whilst in the air, at least until action began, when the Staffel or its component parts fought independently. Both Gruppen and Staffeln were numbered consecutively through the Geschwader, the Gruppen designated by Roman numerals and the Staffeln by Arabic. Thus 1., 2. and 3./KG1 were the first three Staffeln of KG1 and together made up I./KG1, the first Gruppe of KG1, which flew He 111s. II./KG1 consisted of 4.,5. and 6./KG1 and also flew He 111s. III./KG1 consisted of 7., 8. and 9./KG1, which flew the Do 17.
         
 
         On 1 May 1939, the Geschwader were re-numbered. Airfleet 1 was given numbers 1 – 25, Airfleet 2 numbers 26 – 50, Airfleet 3 numbers 51 – 75 and Airfleet 4 numbers 76 – 100, giving plenty of scope for future expansion which never took place. The different Geschwader types used the series of numbers independently of each other.30 The primary logic for the numbering of the main Luftwaffe units of 1940 (despite some anomalies) was as follows:
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         In practice these units did not necessarily operate under their ‘parent’ Airfleets. There were also constant transfers and re-designations of the units themselves. For example, the original I./StG26 became II./StG2 almost immediately, and the original StG51 became StG77. After the occupation of Norway, Airfleet 5 was set up there and assigned KG26, the newly formed KG30, JG77 and part of ZG26. As forces were reorganised for the Battle of Britain, the remaining units were divided between Airfleets 2 and 3.
         
 
         The two Lehrgeschwader formed exceptions to this general rule. LG1 had three Gruppen of Ju 88s attached to Airfleet 3, a fourth of Stukas attached to Airfleet 2 and a fifth of Bf 110s attached to Airfleet 3. LG2 had two Gruppen of Bf 109s with Airfleet 2 and some Bf 110s and Do 17s with a reconnaissance role, split between the Airfleets (see Appendix I).
         
 
         In addition to these units there were various specialised reconnaissance, coastal and air-sea rescue units attached to various levels of the organisational hierarchy, as well as a few independent specialist Gruppen.
         
 
         The Luftwaffe attracted a broad cross-section of the German population, offering those with the talent an escape from foot-slogging. Like the ‘Brylcreem boys’ of the RAF, they were admired and envied by others, being rather resentfully known as ‘Schlipssoldaten’ (literally: ‘neck-tie soldiers’) by the army.31 The speed of the Luftwaffe’s expansion in the late 1930s meant drawing on every possible source. After March 1935, men were transferred wholesale from the army, Lufthansa and the gliding clubs, but the army was expanding too, and after managing to scrounge 6000 men from them in 1936, Göring got no more from the generals.32 He had then to rely on conscripts and volunteers, most of whom entered at seventeen to serve between two and twelve years. The Luftwaffe, unlike the army, was made to represent the Nazi ideal of dissolving class barriers, with easier relationships between officers and men and largely meritocratic promotion amongst flying personnel. This attracted a lot of good people, especially those of an individualist, anti-authoritarian bent, and there are stories about many of the famous aces like Wick and Marseille which show they were temperamentally as intolerant of authority as Tuck or Bader were on the other side.
         
 
         Training was thorough despite a teacher-pupil ratio of 1:6, rather than the 1:4 which was considered ideal, and pilots joined their units with some 250 hours in their log-books, with bomber crews taking extra courses equipping each crew member to do the work of every other.33 However, the Luftwaffe shared the army’s lack of technically trained personnel. Only 5% of Luftwaffe generals and General Staff officers had technical qualifications, and this was not helped by Jeschonnek’s denigration of technology and engineers. Tactics and operations were stressed at the expense of intelligence and supply.34
         
 
         Training was a dangerous business. Nobody had very much experience with fast monoplanes with retractable undercarriages, and the new fighter, the Bf 109, did its bit to make gory inroads into the ranks of young recruits. Testosterone also played its part. Many young pilots were reckless, and stunts over the homes of parents and girlfriends often ended in combustion. Spectacular accidents were as much part of life as ‘wizard prangs’ were in the RAF and were known as ‘Californian’ crashes.35 In 1937, for example, 147 men were killed and 2422 injured, with 108 aircraft written off and a further 1290 damaged.36 Göring rightly became very concerned, but the pattern was to continue throughout the war.
         
 
         Although the new service was revolutionary in cutting through class barriers in German society, it soon introduced new class distinctions of its own. After the Spanish Civil War, veterans of the Cóndor Legion became a group apart. They had earned good money, so most had cars and tended to think they had a licence to misbehave.37 Their combat experience led them to think they knew it all, and they showed a romantic disdain for new technology and rejected anything which was not practised in Spain, including night flying. They also formed a clique favouring promotion from within.38 This clique literally died out as the war progressed, but had a strong influence over the Luftwaffe of 1940.
         
 
         The expansion process was still in full swing when war broke out on 3 September 1939. There were only 2,577 aircrews available, which was 69% of establishment and of those only 1,432 (38% of establishment) were fully qualified. The situation was most serious for the bombers, who were only able to operate at 32.5% of full strength, and least serious amongst fighters, which had 83.5% of their establishment strength operational.39 The force that attacked England in 1940 was at its peak in terms of quality and relative numbers. From then on, more and more corners were cut in training as attrition took its toll. Those that were left had to bear a heavy burden.
         
 
         In the 1930s, the Luftwaffe harboured no illusions that air power alone could win wars. With most of its staff recruited from the army, this was only to be expected, and it took its part next to the army and navy as part of the Wehrmacht, the German armed forces. As such its High Command, the ‘Oberkommando der Luftwaffe’ (OKL) was in theory subject to the supreme command of the armed forces, ‘Oberkommando der Wehrmacht’ (OKW). Its operating principles stated that ‘decision in war can only be achieved by the cooperation of the three services’. As the destruction of the enemy’s armed forces were to be achieved primarily by the army, the main aim of the air force was to support this. This implied building medium bombers, dive-bombers and fighters.40
         
 
         There was another reason to concentrate on smaller aircraft: the obsession with numbers. Three twin-engined machines could be produced for every two four-engined ones and Göring took the simple view that ‘the Führer will not ask how big the bombers are, but how many there are.’41 Numbers impressed not only the Führer but the outside world as well. The result of this thinking was to rush into service types that were to remain the mainstay of the bomber force throughout the war before they had been properly evaluated.42
         
 
         The aircraft industry had been told what to expect in 1933 during the first diplomatic crisis Hitler created by withdrawing from the League of Nations. Braced for foreign intervention, Milch called the top industry executives together for a meeting at which Göring dramatically announced to them that Germany had to become an air power within a year.
         
 
          
         The Nazis used their usual methods to deal with opposition. The ageing and stubborn Hugo Junkers owned what was still the largest aircraft production facility in Germany, so with a combination of threats, blackmail and intimidation Milch settled his own score with him and appointed a new General Manager who turned Junkers into a mass-producer of the vital Ju 52 transport machine.43 Junkers was exiled from his home town and died in Bavaria shortly afterwards. His fate encouraged the others to be co-operative.
         
 
         The process of aircraft specification and production was in Udet’s hands. He had little idea how long it took to get new designs into production and was at the mercy of the managers of the rival firms who put more store on having a wide range of new designs on offer than on producing existing types in large numbers. The Luftwaffe developed eighty-six new designs during the war, of which only a handful went into large-scale production. When Milch himself took over the job after Udet committed suicide in 1941 he found such chaos that he cancelled most new types and insisted on modifying established ones to make up the production shortfalls. The industry only reached its productive potential under Speer’s radical measures in 1944. The Luftwaffe of 1940 was a lot smaller than it might have been.44
         
 
         The first new bomber to arrive was the Dornier Do 17. It was conceived in 1934 as a fast passenger carrier, but its slim fuselage, which was to give it the nickname ‘the Flying Pencil’, made it cramped and unsuitable as an airliner. A test-pilot suggested that it would make a good fast bomber, and it went into production in 1936 as the Do 17E, capable of carrying 2,200 lbs (1,000 kg) of bombs at a maximum speed of 230 mph. At a Swiss air-show in 1937, a stripped-down version flew at a speed of 284 mph, making it faster than any fighter then in service, which made good propaganda.45
         
 
         The most prolific production version was the Do 17Z, which entered service in 1939. It cruised at 246 mph, and carried between four and eight machine guns grouped in various positions around the cockpit.46 In accordance with Luftwaffe philosophy, the crew was grouped together in the glazed nose area, which aided communication and was thought to improve morale.
         
 
         The first aircraft designed from the outset to carry bombs was the Heinkel He 111, which first flew in 1935. A commercial version was displayed in January 1936, but by then the first military production batch had already been built. Early versions flew with the Cóndor Legion, and this experience led to the belief that an armament of three machine guns was sufficient. In 1939 the He 111H appeared with a redesigned glazed nose, a ventral gondola to accommodate another gun and Junkers Jumo engines rather then the DB 601s previously used, as these were needed for the Bf 109, and production was constrained. Experience in France indicated that two further gun positions were needed in the fuselage to protect against beam attacks. Of the five crew positions, the gondola was the most unpopular, becoming known in some units as the ‘Sterbebett’ or ‘deathbed’. However, the He 111 was very stable and easy to fly, with the same bomb-load and almost the same performance as the Do 17Z.47 Both these aircraft were comparable in performance to their British counterparts with one significant exception: they only carried about half the bomb-load. They were not designed for razing cities to the ground.
         
 
         The weapon most beloved of the Luftwaffe High Command was, however, the Stuka. The reason for the interest in it was that up to 1939, the Luftwaffe had no effective bomb-sight. Consequently, the results achievable through dive-bombing had a special attraction.48 This was particularly so as accuracy was the key to ground support. Most targets were small, in the proximity of friendly troops and could only be taken out by a direct hit.
         
 
         The driving force behind the dive-bomber was Udet. He had brought two Curtiss Hawk dive-bombers back from the US in 1933, became convinced by the concept and began lobbying. Once the Luftwaffe had been formed he became Inspector General of Stukas and set up a tender between Heinkel, Arado, Blohm und Voss and Junkers, who presented their aircraft in June 1936. The Heinkel and Junkers designs came out on top49 and when Udet crashed the Heinkel, the choice fell on Junkers. The result was the Ju 87, which came to arrogate to itself the generic German term for dive-bomber – ‘Sturzkampfflugzeug’ or ‘Stuka’ for short.
         
 
         Deliveries of the first model, the Ju 87A-1, began in 1937. It was a crude-looking but very rugged machine, designed with its unique purpose in mind, no attempt being made to maximise performance through streamlining. It also had the advantage of being simple to produce and so helped to swell prewar numbers. Uniquely amongst bombers of the time, it had a fixed undercarriage. As a result, its maximum speed was under 200 mph, which mattered little, as it was deliberately slowed in the dive by the use of dive-brakes. Its defensive armament was also perfunctory: one rearwards firing machine gun. It was never intended to fight its way through to a distant target alone by massing defensive cross-fire. It was designed for an environment in which local air superiority had already been achieved.
         
 
         A few were sent to Spain, and vindicated expectations in actions against bridges, roads and shipping. In 1938 the more powerful B model appeared, with a new canopy, enlarged tail surfaces, spats instead of trousers around the undercarriage legs and a single forward-firing machine gun in the port wing. The main production variant, the B-2, cruised at 175 mph at 15,000 feet and had a maximum speed of 232 mph, with the ability to carry a 1100 lb bomb 370 miles. It was thus some 25 mph slower than the obsolete Fairy Battle and carried a similar bomb-load over a shorter range. The RAF withdrew the Battle from front-line service in June 1940, one month after its disastrous début.
         
 
         Such was Udet’s enthusiasm for dive-bombing, however, that he made dive-bombing capability a requirement for all future German bombers. The first victim of this obsession was the Junkers Ju 88. This excellent fast medium bomber first flew on 21 December 1936, a response to a specification laid down by Milch in 1935.50 Unlike the Stuka, it was a sleek design and in March 1939 a cleaned-up prototype set up a new speed record of 321 mph.
         
 
          
         However, despite the general desire for rapid production of large numbers of aircraft, in 1938 the dive-bombing requirement was imposed on the new design. As a result of the need for a strengthened fuselage, dive-brakes and sundry extras, the Ju 88’s weight doubled to 12 or 13 tons, and production was delayed. Diving the 4.2 ton Ju 87 at 90° was a task which average crews could master. Despite the assurances of the test-pilot that the Ju 88 could be dived at 80°, in practice most of its crews came down in far shallower dives, greatly reducing their bombing effectiveness, so that the dive-bombing requirement bore little fruit.51
         
 
         The other penalty was that only sixty Ju 88s had been delivered by the end of 1939.52 Göring’s solution was to increase the production targets. Milch tried to solve the problem, and during the Battle of Britain he toured Ju 88 units collecting complaints about this fine but bastardised design, and sent a report to Göring listing thirty-two of them. Göring visited Junkers and was told that the new version, the A-4, would solve all the problems, so left it at that. It did solve a lot of them, but in 1940 there were far fewer Ju 88s in operation than had been envisaged.53
         
 
         This was fortunate for the RAF, for, though complex, the Ju 88 was a superb aircraft going on to serve in many roles, including that of night-fighter. The main variant to fly during the Battle of Britain was the A-4. It had a crew of four, a defensive armament of four machine guns and could carry 4000–5500 lbs of bombs over 1900 miles. With a maximum speed of 293 mph, it was 50 mph faster than its two stable-mates whilst carrying twice the bomb-load. The RAF quickly recognised it to be the toughest bomber target, as its strong construction enabled it to absorb a lot of damage. It required more skill to fly than the other two bomber types, and it was tricky to handle on take-off and landing.54 This was a small price for the crews to pay for increased chances of survival.
         
 
         The Luftwaffe also needed a new fighter. In the mid-1930s, just as in Britain and everywhere else, Germany’s front-line fighter was a biplane, the He 51. Just as in Britain, there was some controversy in Germany over the virtues of biplanes and monoplanes, but it was resolved more easily because Heinkel had produced a fast mail carrying monoplane, the He 70, for Lufthansa in 1932. Its success gave the monoplane lobby in Germany a decisive boost and also attracted the attention of the Chief Designer of Supermarine, Reginald Mitchell, who was intrigued by its flush riveting and elliptical wing.*
         
 
         As a result, the fighter specification drawn up by the German Air Ministry in early 1934 was for a monoplane with a retractable undercarriage and a top
          speed of 280 mph, almost exactly the same as specifications F.36/34 and F.37/34 issued to Hawker and Supermarine in the same year, resulting in the Hurricane and Spitfire. Focke-Wulf, Arado and Heinkel were asked to bid, but, at Milch’s insistence, Messerschmitt’s team at the Bayerische Flugzeugwerke was excluded from the tender.
          
 
          
          
         Willy Messerschmitt had begun designing gliders in 1921 when he was only twenty-two. Most of them crashed for a variety of reasons, including structural instability. Undeterred, he went on to set up the Bayerische Flugzeugwerke (BFW) at the old Rumpler site in Augsburg, Bavaria, in 1926 and turned to powered aircraft.
         
 
         His first airliner for Lufthansa, the M20, crashed on its first flight in 1928, but nevertheless went into production. In 1930, BFW’s first military aircraft, the M22 twin-engined bomber, crashed on a test flight, killing the pilot. In October, an M20 crashed on landing at Dresden, killing all seven occupants, including the wife of a Lufthansa official. Another went down in April 1931. Lufthansa cancelled further orders for the M20 and BFW faced bankruptcy.55 Milch was not disposed to order anything else from this dangerous source.
         
 
         However, in 1933 Göring asked one of his old fighter pilot friends, Theo Croneiss, to join BFW to re-build it and, in a secret note, asked him to get to work on a fast mail-carrier (i.e.afighter). After a series of arguments with Milch, BFW was finally put onto the tender list for the new specification, under the understanding that no production orders would result, and the design team set to work in March 1934. They were already working on a four-seater set to become the Bf 108, and this experience strongly influenced the fighter.
         
 
         The work was carried out in the main by the Head of the Project Office, Robert Lusser, the Chief Design Engineer, Richard Bauer, and Messerschmitt himself. They did not get on, as witnessed by the tense and accusatory correspondence which flowed between Lusser and Messerschmitt. Nevertheless, only fifteen months later, in May 1935, the prototype Bf 109 had its maiden flight, just six months before the Hurricane. Given the shortage of good aero-engines in Germany, it was powered by a Rolls-Royce Kestrel, and the test-pilot, Hans Knoetzsch, landed in an exuberant mood, saying that the new machine handled perfectly.56
         
 
         The prototype was flown to the Rechlin Experimental Establishment, and when it came in to land its undercarriage collapsed. The repaired machine went on to trials at Travemünde in October, and to the surprise of all, Udet awarded BFW a contract for ten aircraft. The Heinkel entry, the He 112, won a similar order. The He 112 was strong and fast, but of a complex construction and it lacked the superb handling characteristics of the Messerschmitt design. Heinkel modified the design many times until it matched the Bf 109, but by then its rival was in full production and the He 112 was cancelled. This did not prevent many RAF pilots from claiming to have seen and shot down He 112s in 1940.
         
 
          
         So, amidst acrimony and jealousy the Bf 109 was born. Milch disliked Messerschmitt and resented Udet for awarding him the contract. Their differences were not settled, but led to intrigue, with personal spite taking precedence over the interests of the Luftwaffe.
         
 
         The controversy around Messerschmitt’s designs was not entirely undeserved. When none other than Rudolf Hess put on a dazzling aerobatic show in a Bf 109B near Berlin, he landed having bent the metal at the junction of the wings and the fuselage. The join was strengthened.57 The first Bf 109 sent to Spain crashed on take-off. The second was damaged on landing. The first production Bf 109B crashed at Augsburg after side-slipping too steeply, killing its pilot. So things continued. The problem was the strong torque, making it swerve to the left on take-off, coupled with the narrow undercarriage, which, like the Spitfire’s, folded outwards, but unlike the Spitfire’s was fixed to the fuselage rather than the wings, making it even narrower. The problem got worse throughout the aircraft’s career, as more powerful engines were fitted. The Bf 109G, introduced in 1942 and produced in greater numbers than any other, gained the reputation of a killer.
         
 
         However, 33,000 Bf 109s were built, a record for any military aircraft. The reason was that once in the air it was very fast and very manoeuvrable. In the hands of an expert pilot such as Johannes Trautloft, who tested out the first Bf 109s sent to the Cóndor Legion, it was a formidable fighting machine. Trautloft’s enthusiasm showed that for all the problems, Messerschmitt had got the essentials right. ‘The new Bf 109 simply looks fabulous,’ Trautloft wrote in his diary. ‘The take-off certainly is unusual, but as soon as I am in the air I feel at home in the new bird. Its flight characteristics are fantastic … To fly the 109 is really a joy.’58 It experienced a number of trivial teething problems, but by April 1937 it was ready to go into action in Spain and the Bf 109 was triumphant.
         
 
         Messerschmitt’s design was based on the simple principle of building the smallest possible airframe capable of housing a powerful engine. The result was a high wing-loading, but also great responsiveness. One innovation was to install leading edge slats to delay the stall at low speeds. The design chosen for the slats was British. It came from Handley-Page.59
         
 
         The news that the British were installing eight machine guns into their fighters caused some consternation, for the 109’s wings were not large or strong enough to take more than two. The alternative was to use cannons, and these arguably resulted in a more effective armament, despite the recoil problems they created, which in the test-bed were so severe that they threatened to destroy the wing.60 The early two-bladed propellers were replaced, as in the case of the British fighters, with three-bladed automatic variable-pitch propellers, which resulted in similar improvements in performance.61
         
 
         Word soon got round. In the summer of 1938 an American friend of Udet’s, Major Al Williams of the USMC, flew a Bf 109D at Kassel. He was extremely enthusiastic, realising it was far superior to any fighter the United States then possessed, and in October 1938, no less a person than  Charles Lindbergh took to the controls, with  similar results.62 Lindbergh later campaigned  for American neutrality in the war and was marked out as a German sympathiser.
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         Development followed and in 1939 the first Bf 109E-1s, known as the ‘Emil’, were delivered. They were the first to have the new fuel-injected 1050 hp DB 601A engine, which gave the Emil a top speed of 357 mph at 12,300 feet and the unrivalled service ceiling of 36,000 feet. In late 1939 the E-1 variant was replaced in production by the E-3 with the slightly more powerful DB601Aa engine which produced 1175 hp for take-off. Like the E-1, the E-3 had two machine guns on top of the engine cowling, but the E-1’s pair of wing-mounted machine guns were replaced by two far more deadly MG-44 cannon. It had the facility to mount one further cannon in the nose, firing through the propeller spinner, but in practice this was never fitted because of the vibration it caused. The E-4 version, which began reaching units in the early summer, differed only in mounting the improved MG-FF/M cannons in the wings. During the Battle of Britain, some E-1s were still in service, but the most numerous varants were the E-3 and E-4.63
         
 
         The other specification issued in 1934 was for a long-range fighter. The idea was that a powerful offensive fighter would carve out a path for bombers in enemy airspace, eliminating fighter opposition. The concept was christened the ‘Zerstörer’ (‘Destroyer’), and this contract was placed exclusively with BFW. The result was the Bf 110, which went into service in 1938. The term ‘Zerstörer’ does not apply specifically to the Bf 110, but is a generic term for a heavy fighter, a twin or multi-seater usually designed for long-range operations. Thus the Germans referred to Defiants and Blenheim fighters as ‘Zerstörer’64. The name comes from the naval designation of a destroyer as a small, fast vessel which protects the fleet. The fighter-bomber version of the Bf 110 was given a propaganda name of its own, though it never caught on: the ‘Jaguar’. Milch had little time for the Zerstörer concept, which was backed by Göring, and thought that the unique award of the task to Messerschmitt could serve to blacken his reputation.
         
 
         In November 1938, about a third of the existing fighter units, seven Gruppen in all, were re-designated ‘schwere Jagdgruppen’ (‘heavy fighter wings’) and began re-equipping with the Bf 110. These units in fact retained Bf 109s for some time, as problems with the early Bf 110s still had to be ironed out.65 By the outbreak of war, 195 Bf 110s were in service.
         
 
         The Bf 110 was blooded in the Polish campaign of 1939, where it formed the bulk of the Luftwaffe’s fighter force, the Bf 109s being held back for home defence. It experienced no serious opposition, and its first contact with the RAF was with the unfortunate Wellingtons that attacked Wilhelmshaven on 18 December, which it shot out of the sky with ease. With four machine guns and two cannons in the nose, it was a formidable bomber-killer and its top speed of 349 mph at 22,965 feet meant that it could easily catch them.
         
 
          
         The experience in Poland seemed to confirm that the Bf 110 could operate very effectively as an offensive fighter. However, its acceleration was sluggish and it was not remotely as manoeuvrable as single-seater fighters, with the result that when confronted with them it needed its speed to get away, relying on its single rearward-firing machine gun to protect itself. At sea-level its maximum speed dropped to 294 mph, which was not enough to get away from a Spitfire, though it could still out-run a Hurricane. The problem was not with the machine but, as Milch had surmised, with the concept. The Bf 110 was not an escort fighter, but a fighter-bomber, and both its failure as the former and its potential as the latter were to be demonstrated in the summer of 1940.
         
 
         By the mid-1930s, people in Britain had started to get worried about the Luftwaffe. By late 1936, Hitler had begun to worry that about the fact that the British were getting worried. He feared that the propaganda was working too well, and would lead Britain to re-arm. He therefore instigated an open exchange of information between the RAF and the Luftwaffe.
         
 
         Milch was also anxious to set right the enormous exaggerations of German air strength appearing in the British press and invited Air Commodore Douglas Evill (who in 1940 was to become Senior Air Staff Officer (SASO) at Fighter Command) and Air Vice-Marshal Christopher Courtney to Berlin. He gave them a lot of accurate information, with the rider that it could go to the Air Ministry but not the Foreign Office. A return visit to Britain followed in 1937, during which Milch met Churchill, and in July the founder of the RAF, Lord Trenchard, visited Berlin. Kesselring denounced Milch for high treason, to no effect.66 The only recrimination made against him was that Hitler complained some years later that Milch betrayed the secret of radar to the British.67
         
 
         After his visit to Berlin, Evill wrote a report ending with a balanced and accurate assessment:
         
 
         
            The final conclusion is that within twelve months the Germans will have strong and highly organised air defences, and a large and well-equipped air force which would be very difficult to destroy if that were to prove necessary. An impression is given that, if only for professional reasons, they would even then prefer to have further time to consolidate this force before putting it into operation. Whether they have the resources to do so and the political stability to proceed for several years at the present pace is beyond comment in this paper; but, if the answer is yes, it is impossible to avoid the conclusion that Germany in 1940 will possess a thoroughly well-organised air force of high efficiency and morale.68
            

         
 
         The French view was less balanced, but no less accurate. After a visit to Luftwaffe installations in August 1938, the C.-in-C. of the French air force, General Vuillemin, concluded that his forces would not last a week against them.69 In the event they managed about ten days.
         
 
          
         However, the perceived strength of the Luftwaffe had two serious negative consequences for them. It did indeed stimulate British rearmament and led them to take their potential enemy very seriously, and it fooled Hitler himself. Seeking to gain more resources, Göring and Milch put on a show for the Führer at the experimental establishment at Rechlin in April 1939. Hitler left with the impression that a lot of experimental weapons were about to go into service and got a wholly misleading impression of the strength of the Luftwaffe.70 This influenced his decision-making until well into the war.
         
 
         As Evill observed, the men who ran the Luftwaffe wanted more time. Hitler threw them into a major European war, which he soon turned into a world war, without any strategic reserve of aircraft and without the production capacity to create one. The Luftwaffe was powerful enough to do a lot of damage and once the fighting began, its reputation went before it. It soon became clear that in the air the Germans were formidable adversaries. But behind the scenes, the professionals were sitting in Whitehall, not in Berlin. The instrument Milch had created was an iron glove covering a spongy hand. Despite appearances, the Germans were taking a terrible gamble, staking all on a first round knock-out. If this could be thwarted, their longer-term prospects were grim.
         
 
         Yet for all that, the gamble started to pay off. The Germans did indeed achieve first round knock-outs, not just one, but a whole series of them, against Poland, against Denmark and Norway, against Holland and Belgium and then, almost incredibly, against France. By June 1940, in an extraordinary ten-month run, the Wehrmacht had just about broken the house. There was just one player left. Hitler was on a winning streak and it looked as if one more knock-out blow could and would be achieved. In fact, he wanted to leave the table, count his winnings and turn to a different game. The trouble was that the other player would not let him.
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